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PREFACE 


In 1876, as the nation prepared to celebrate the centennial of 
American independence, an economic depression was entering 
its fourth year; millions of Americans were unemployed, and for 
those who were still working, wages—already at starvation lev- 
els—were being cut in half. In New York City, where one-quarter 
of the work force was without jobs, meetings of the unemployed, 
called to “consider how we are to get work, food, clothing, and 
shelter,” were brutally attacked by the police. After one such on- 
slaught, at which men, women, and children were beaten with- 
out any warning, John Swinton, the editor of the New York Sun, 
warned: 


The power of money has become supreme over everything. It 
has secured for the class who control it all the special privileges 
and special legislation which it needs to secure its complete and 
absolute domination. ... This Power must be kept in check. It 
must be broken or it will utterly crush the people. . . .! 


Little wonder, then, that the National Labor Tribune, a weekly 
published in Pittsburgh, questioned whether the approaching one 
hundredth birthday of the nation’s independence would have any 
meaning for American workers. At one time, it said, it might have 
been possible to celebrate, for America was then “the star of the 
political Bethlehem which shone radiantly out in the dark night of 
political misrule in Europe. The masses of the old world gazed upon 
her as their escape.” Men in America could be “their own rulers”; 
“none could or should become their masters.” But industrializa- 
tion had created a nightmare: 
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The dreams have not been realized. . . . The working people 
of this country . . . suddenly find capital as rigid as an absolute 
monarch. . . . Capital has now the same control over us that the 
aristocracy of England had at the time of the Revolution. We 
have the greatest work to do ever given to men. As our forefa- 
thers had the regal power and its proud aristocracy to control 
and limit, so have we, now, the combined power of capital, pro- 
tected by monopolies, defended by government and press, to limit 
and control. 


The workers should remember, 
That we are in a land that’s free, 

We have shaken off the British yoke, 
And left her tyranny.’ 


According to the Chicago Workingman’s Advocate, the centennial 
pointed up the need for “another revolution, as essential today as 
that inaugurated in 1776” 

In the hot mid-July of 1877, exactly one year after the celebra- 
tion of America’s one hundredth birthday, with the nation pros- 
trate, a general railroad strike developed into a national conflagra- 
tion that brought the country closer to a social revolution than at 
any other time in its century of existence except for the Civil War. 

On Tuesday, July 16, 1877, railroad workers at Martinsburg, West 
Virginia, went out on strike against still another wage cut imposed 
by the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad. As the militia was mobilized 
and violence broke out, the strike extended up the B & O line and 
spread rapidly to other lines. Other workers came to the support of 
the railroad strikers, and by the weekend angry crowds of workers 
were attacking the railroads and fighting with militia in the cities of 
West Virginia, Pennsylvania, and Ohio. The local militia generally 
sided with the strikers, and, for the first time since Andrew Jackson’s 
administration, federal troops were called in to suppress a strike. 

Almost before the public was aware of what was happening, the 
huge contagion had spread as far as Chicago, St. Louis, Kansas City, 
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and then on to San Francisco. Within a few days, one hundred thou- 
sand men were on strike in the first nationwide labor upheaval in 
history. All the main railway lines were affected, and even the em- 
ployees of some Canadian roads joined the strike. Headlines blared 
out: “The Movement Rapidly Extending In All Directions” and “The 
People Excited and Agitated From Ocean to Ocean.” 

The railroad strikes served as a fuse, carrying the spark of rebel- 
lion to other workingmen, who, if they were working, were suffer- 
ing from wage cuts, and to the unemployed multitudes in the great 
cities. In several cities, the original strike on the railroads expanded 
to many other industries, and in St. Louis it spread into such a sys- 
tematically organized and complete shutdown of all industry that 
it became the first truly general strike in history. 

Although the Great Strike was spontaneous and unorganized— 
it had nothing in the nature of central leadership and direction— 
this first nationwide rebellion of labor frightened the authorities 
and the upper classes as nothing before in our history. On July 24, 
John Hay, soon to become assistant secretary of state, wrote in alarm 
to his wealthy father-in-law: “Any hour the mob chooses it can de- 
stroy any city in the country—that is the simple truth.”* 

Even the Harmonists, in their utopian community at Economy, 
some sixteen miles south of Pittsburgh—one of the storm centers— 
wondered “whether this reign of terror marked the beginning of 
the harvest-time spoken of in Scripture ... when ‘the Heavens and 
earth, which are now by that same sword of God kept in store, re- 
served unto fire against the Day of Judgment and perdition of un- 
godly men?” A contemporary labor paper called the Great Strike 
“the Beginning of a Revolution,’ and predicted that “the occurrences 
during the last portion of July, 1877, will, in the future history of 
this country, be designated as the beginning of the second Ameri- 
can Revolution, which inaugurated the independence of Labor from 
Capital.” Joseph A. Dacus, the St. Louis newspaperman whose An- 
nals of the Great Strikes in the United States is one of the three con- 
temporary “potboilers” published on the subject within a year, noted 
that the upheaval startled the entire world, drowned out the noise 
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of the war in the Balkans and elsewhere, and drew “exclusive atten- 
tion to the social ferment on this side of the Atlantic unparalleled 
in the annals of time?” John Swinton, the socially conscious jour- 
nalist who, like Dacus, saw the strike at first hand, called it so un- 
precedented that there was “nothing like it in any history whatso- 
ever. ° 

The Great Strike has been discussed in histories of the labor 
movement in the United States, in general histories of the nation, 
in histories of the railroad industry, and in works devoted to strike 
struggles. Its full story throughout the nation, however, was not 
made available until 1959, when Robert V. Bruce’s painstakingly 
researched 1877: Year of Violence was published. That work, which 
was the product of three years of research in more than one hun- 
dred libraries, is a major contribution to the history of American 
industrial society. Nevertheless, it is marred by several weaknesses. 
For one thing, by dealing with the strikes’ events chronologically, 
instead of by railroad lines or cities, Bruce leaves the reader bewil- 
dered as to the continuity of the strike in any one area. One must 
constantly turn from one chapter to another for an understanding 
of the outbreak of a particular strike, its development, and for its 
final outcome. In between, the picture tends to become confused 
by the discussion of events on other railroads and in other cities. 

In the present work, I have followed a topical organization, but, 
in order to retain the dramatic impact of the Great Strike’s devel- 
opment day by day, I have included as an appendix a chronology of 
its events. 

Since Bruce’s work was published, several monographs, disser- 
tations, and articles appearing in scholarly journals have shed ad- 
ditional light on both the national and local aspects of the tremen- 
dous struggle, and have pointed up weaknesses in his interpretation. 
These studies, together with my own research into contemporary 
sources, have convinced me that there is need for another all-inclu- 
sive book on this subject, especially as we approach the centennial 
of the great labor upheaval. 


During the Great Strike, the major part of the country’s trans- 


Preface n 


portation system and thousands of industries dependent on it were 
brought to a halt. In addition to the four major trunk lines—the 
Baltimore & Ohio, the Pennsylvania, the Erie, and the New York 
Central & Hudson—scores of other lines were compelled to cease 
operations: for example, to mention just a few, the Delaware, Lacka- 
wanna & Western, the Indianapolis & St. Louis, the Cincinnati, Ham- 
ilton & Dayton, the Ohio & Mississippi, the Missouri, Kansas & 
Texas, the Texas & Pacific, the Union Pacific, the Northern Pacific, 
the Northern Central, the Wabash, the Chicago, Burlington & Quin- 
cy, the Canadian Southern, the Grand Trunk of Canada, the Great 
Western of Canada, the Central of New Jersey, and the Louisville & 
Nashville. It is impossible to deal with the events on all of the lines 
and in all of the cities through which these lines ran. I have, there- 
fore, restricted myself to a discussion of the events on those lines 
and in those cities which were the key areas of struggle. 

Since the writings of the British historians George Rudé, Eric 
Thompson, and Eric J. Hobsbawm have begun to have an impact 
on our scholarship,’ there has been an increasing tendency on both 
sides of the Atlantic, in discussing popular uprisings (even those 
since the Industrial Revolution), to use the words crowds and crowd 
actions instead of mobs, with the latter’s unfavorable implication. It 
is becoming widely accepted that in most cases these actions were 
not mindless riots, but rather reflections of the economic, political, 
and social grievances, needs, and aspirations of the particular group 
of participants. Throughout this work, therefore, I have avoided 
the use of the term mob (except as employed by contemporaries), 
and have used instead the word crowd. 

In any work on the Great Strike of 1877, one must seek to avoid 
the tendency to view it as a riot rather than as a strike, or if as a 
strike, as only a railroad strike.'' More serious, perhaps, is the ten- 
dency to view it as just another labor action born out of the frus- 
trations of a depression, and one that disintegrated into random 
mob violence. Norman J. Ware was one of the first writers on the 
Great Strike who saw the inadequacy of such a view and who re- 
ferred to the great upheaval as a social rebellion—“amounting al- 
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most to a revolution without revolutionizing intent.” Ware also 
understood that the strike marked the presence, for the first time, 
of a distinct labor consciousness and raised in a credible way, for 
the first time, the possibility of a viable class analysis of American 
society.'? Bruce, on the other hand, continued the tradition of view- 
ing the uprising as a series of strikes that gave way to violence and 
lawlessness, and of persistently referring to “the mob” as ever ready 
to engage in such activities.” (It is a tribute to Samuel Yellen that, 
writing thirty years before George Rudé, he took conscious note of 
this pitfall and avoided the indiscriminate use of the words the mob 
and tramps.)'* However, Bruce does pick out the faces in “the mob” 
and does convey a clear sense of the goals, behavior, and underly- 
ing beliefs of the crowd as a whole—the elements that Rudé sug- 
gests are key to a proper understanding of mass actions.'° 

Still another tendency that one must avoid is that of viewing the 
Great Strike as a full-blown insurrection which, but for a quirk of 
fate, would have produced a socialist America; or to insist that 1877 
was a “mass strike” leading to virtual insurrection and with revolu- 
tionary potential.’ That there were distinct insurrectionary and 
revolutionary elements in the Great Strike will become abundantly 
clear below. But it will also become evident that this characteristic 
did not apply in many areas affected by the strikes, and that at no 
point did the workers have either the power or the leadership to 
have transformed the strikes into a revolutionary seizure of the eco- 
nomy or the state. 

The historian Herbert Gutman has recently alluded to the “little 
understood 1877 railroad strikes and riots.” It is my hope and be- 
lief that the present work will help to make them better understood. 

In the preparation of this work, I have had the assistance of the 
staffs of many libraries and historical societies, both here and abroad. 
I wish to take this opportunity to thank Mr. Watt P. Marchman, 
director of the Hayes Memorial Library in Fremont, Ohio, for his 
assistance in the use of the Rutherford B. Hayes Papers; Anne-Mitte 
Kurkeby, of the University of Copenhagen Library, and Per Pio, of 
Det Kongelige Bibliotek in Copenhagen, for assistance in tracking 
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down data in Denmark relating to Laurence Gronlund; Dorothy B. 
Swanson, of the Tamiment Institute Library of New York Univer- 
sity, for assistance in obtaining contemporary labor papers; Harriet 
Williams, of the Lincoln University Library, for assistance in ob- 
taining a wide variety of material through interlibrary loans; and 
the staffs of the New York Public Library, Columbia University Li- 
brary, West Virginia Historical Society, University of West Virginia 
Library, Library of Congress, University of Kentucky Library, Lou- 
isville Public Library, Kentucky Historical Society, University of 
Toledo Library, Toledo Public Library, Cincinnati Historical Soci- 
ety, University of Cincinnati Library, the Bancroft Library of the 
University of California at Berkeley, University of Pittsburgh Li- 
brary, Western Pennsylvania Historical Society, Chicago Historical 
Society, Chicago Public Library, Missouri Historical Society, St. Louis 
Public Library, San Francisco Public Library, State Historical Soci- 
ety of Wisconsin in Madison, Hornellsville Public Library, Buffalo 
Public Library, Enoch Pratt Free Library in Baltimore, Maryland 
Historical Society, Historical Society of Pennsylvania, Library Com- 
pany of Philadelphia, Free Library in Philadelphia, Reading Public 
Library, Albright College Library in Reading, and the New York and 
New Jersey Historical Societies, National Archives, State Library of 
Pennsylvania in Harrisburg, the Terre Haute Public Library, and 
Princeton University Library. 

I wish to thank Ray V. Brown, Christopher Hoyt, Kenneth Kann, 
and Nicholas Salvatore for furnishing me with copies of their un- 
published studies of the strike. 

I also wish to thank my brother, Henry Foner, for reading the 
entire manuscript and making valuable suggestions. 


Philip S. Foner 
Lincoln University, Pennsylvania 
August 1977 


Prologue 


In Chapters of Erie, that pointed commentary on American busi- 
ness ethics, Charles Francis Adams, Jr., viewed with alarm the orga- 
nized lawlessness that had grown up in this country since Appo- 
mattox, sheltered by the mantle of the law. The problem was not 
the ex-soldier, trained to kill, but rather the ex-administrator, who 
for the first time controlled the destinies of large numbers of men 
and large amounts of capital. Adams felt that the evil geniuses were 
“certain single men at the head of vast combinations of private 
wealth,” and after delineating a general type of war-propelled mil- 
lionaires, he selected two—Jay Gould and Jim Fisk—as specific ex- 
amples. These speculators, under the guise of benefitting commu- 
nities, had established networks of railroads without any regard for 
genuine need. Lines were promoted in regions where there was no 
competition, so that exorbitant rates could be charged. When these 
ventures proved unsuccessful, the speculators unloaded their secu- 
rities on the residents of the towns the lines were supposed to serve, 
thereby relieving themselves of the obligation of paying for their 
mistakes.’ 

The activities of Gould and Fisk were typical of railroad financ- 
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ing. Fattened on government land grants and monopoly routes, the 
railroads tracked across the continent at a pace that astounded even 
their most ardent promoters. In 1850, only 2,201 miles of track were 
in use, but during the next ten years, this figure more than tripled. 
In the four years between 1869 and 1873 alone, more than 24,000 
miles were built. By 1877, the railroad network consisted of over 
79,000 miles. Overall, the industry represented an investment of 
almost $5 billion, nearly half of which ($2.26 billion) consisted of 
bonded debt. By way of comparison, the national debt that same 
year stood at $2.1 billion. 

About fifty corporations, each operating between two hundred 
and a thousand miles of road, made up the bulk of the nation’s 
railway system. Of them, the Pennsylvania stood first and was the 
nation’s greatest single private enterprise. Capitalized in 1873 at $39 
million, it owned, operated, or otherwise controlled 6,600 miles of 
line and employed about 200,000 men. No other industry in the 
country even approached this scale of operation. 

The railroads were not only the country’s largest businesses; they 
were fast becoming economically indispensable. All land transpor- 
tation of persons and goods, except that of a purely local nature, 
went by rail. By the 1870s the railroads had overtaken canals and 
natural waterways as carriers of the nation’s freight. As early as 1871, 
only 34 percent of the total freight tonnage passing through St. Louis 
was carried on the Mississippi River; by 1877, the figure had dropped 
to 10 percent. In 1872, the 10 million tons of freight carried by the 
Erie and New York Central railroads to New York City was nearly 
three times the 3.7 million tons borne over the Erie Canal. Four- 
fifths of all the grain received at eastern seaports in 1876 came by 
rail. In the same year, nearly all passengers, the nation’s mail, its 
troops and their supplies, and from perhaps two-thirds to three- 
fourths of all freight—indeed most of the nation’s commerce— 
moved over the railroad network. 

Although several adherents of the “new economic history” ar- 
gue that the railroads were not indispensable to American growth, 
it would be difficult to find anyone at that time who shared this 
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view. The Chicago Tribune echoed contemporary opinion in an 
editorial entitled “The Value of Railroad Transportation” in its is- 
sue of July 23, 1877. It called the railroad system “the very heart and 
life of the modern system of commercial existence.” Henry Poor, 
publisher of Poor’s Manual for Railroads, went as far as to say that it 
was responsible for feeding the entire population of the United 
States.’ 

But as the railroads expanded, so, too, did their economic power. 
Entire regions lay in their grip. Communities either flourished or 
disappeared at their whim. The railroad companies frequently 
owned the coal fields and the iron mines. In some states, they were 
in complete control of the political machinery, and they were noto- 
rious for their rapport with high federal officials.’ Railroad pro- 
moters and lobbyists swarmed into the state houses and the halls of 
Congress in search of charters, franchises, subsidies, and land grants, 
while fighting to prevent investigations, regulation, and new taxes. 
They were almost perpetually at war with the farmers and small- 
town merchants, who justifiably feared the power of the railroads 
to destroy their economic operations. They were always seeking leg- 
islative favors, offering as inducements the free pass, the political 
contribution, and, on occasion, the outright bribe. They also held 
out such considerations as legal fees to be paid, construction con- 
tracts to be let, and a variety of positions to be filled. In almost 
every community, they had at their beck and call a veritable army 
of talented attorneys, whose livelihood depended on the railroads. 
When these “railroad lawyers” later became judges, legislators, gov- 
ernors, or cabinet members, they carried their pro-railroad points 
of view with them into their new positions. As Clifton K. Yearley, 
Jr., notes in his study of the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad: “Merely in 
the process of operating the road its president exerted influence as 
great as that of any other individual in Maryland.” 

Even presidents of the United States sometimes owed their elec- 
tion directly to railroad political influence. An outstanding example 
of this was the disputed election of 1876 between Republican Ru- 
therford B. Hayes and Democrat Samuel J. Tilden. The dispute cen- 


18 THE GREAT LABOR UPRISING OF 1877 


tered on the voting in Louisiana, Florida, and South Carolina, where 
state election boards, dominated by Republicans and buttressed by 
federal troops, alleged fraud and intimidation of Black voters and 
threw out enough Democratic votes to create Republican majori- 
ties. Historians generally agree that the Louisiana and South Caro- 
lina elections were too corrupt to be even understood by ordinary 
human beings, but that Tilden did carry Florida, and its electoral 
votes would have assured him of the presidency. However, the elec- 
tion was decided in Hayes’s favor by a special electoral commission 
set up by Congress, and its decision was accepted largely because of 
the defection of southern Democrats from Tilden to Hayes. The 
actual determination was made by Thomas A. Scott, president of 
the Pennsylvania Railroad, who, in return for assurances of sup- 
port for a Texas Pacific Railroad, obtained the votes of the southern 
congressmen for Hayes.’ It is hardly an accident that on March 2, 
1877, when Hayes received the telegram confirming his election, he 
was en route to Washington in Tom Scott’s own luxurious private 
car.° The New York Sun had good reason to ascribe “Mr. Hayes’ resi- 
dence in the White House” to “the Texas Pacific enterprise” and “Col. 
Scott’s influence.”’ 

As for the other principal force in the railroad industry—the 
workmen—they had little power, either economic or political. Rail- 
road workers had conducted militant struggles against the compa- 
nies since the first strike on the roads, which was on the Baltimore 
& Ohio and lasted from June 20 to 30, 1831,* but these had always 
been sporadic outbursts and never resulted in the establishment of 
effective unions. In fact, as late as 1873 the railwaymen had almost 
no unions at all. The track hands, switchmen, and brakemen were 
entirely without unions. A small number of machinists employed 
in certain repair shops belonged to the Machinists’ and Blacksmiths’ 
International Union, but the majority of the shopmen and station- 
ary hands were without a union of any kind. A minority of skilled 
workers were organized according to function into three brother- 
hoods: The Brotherhood of Locomotive Engineers, the Brother- 
hood of Locomotive Firemen, and the Brotherhood of Railway 
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Conductors, but the last two hardly operated as unions. The Broth- 
erhood of Locomotive Firemen had been founded for “the protec- 
tion and elevation mentally, morally and socially” of all firemen 
“for the purpose of working their way up to a higher position,’ and 
the organization placed its entire emphasis on its membership’s 
proper moral conduct as the way to achieve improvements in their 
conditions. The Locomotive Firemen’s Magazine, the Brotherhood’s 
official journal, stressed the continued uplift of members through 
self-education in railroad technology, the rooting out of intemper- 
ance and loose moral conduct, and the protection of railroad work- 
ers’ families through sick benefits and death insurance. Judging from 
the statements of its leadership and the pages of its official journal, 
the Brotherhood of Locomotive Firemen devoted more time to 
screening the railroad corporations’ personnel than to represent- 
ing them. “It is part of our business to secure all good members 
work,’ the Locomotive Firemen’s Magazine editorialized, “and the 
many assurances from railroad officers that they will give us the 
preference is, in itself, a work of honor to us as locomotive fire- 
men.... To place such men upon the locomotive engine as have 
received their education through the order, is merely to give the 
public a class of men who trust can be reposed in.” 

Only one effective union existed among the railroad workers in 
1873: the Brotherhood of Locomotive Engineers, with a member- 
ship of 10,000 employed on nearly every major trunk line, with 
well-enforced written contracts on a number of lines, with a lively 
monthly magazine, and with a well-managed accident and insur- 
ance program. But the Brotherhood was led by Grand Chief Engi- 
neer Charles Wilson, a conservative trade unionist who would not 
countenance the idea that union engineers should cooperate with 
other, nonrailroad workers in joint actions on economic and po- 
litical issues. Even on issues affecting the engineers, Wilson opposed 
strikes. Instead, he stressed that workers and employers shared a 
common interest, and let it be known that local lodges could not 
strike without his permission or they would be expelled. Under 
Wilson’s leadership, the Brotherhood worked closely with the 
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American Railway Association, an employers’ organization. 

There was hardly any recognition of the unions by the railroad 
companies for purposes of collective bargaining. Sometimes, as in 
the case of the Brotherhood of Locomotive Engineers, companies 
negotiated wages and work rules for the sake of convenience, or out 
of necessity, but never as a matter of right, and always with the 
thought in mind of abrogating the agreements when it suited their 
purposes." 

The fact that there was no effective railroad unionism should 
not be taken to mean that there was any lack of grievances on the 
part of the railwaymen. The official organ of the Brotherhood of 
Locomotive Engineers put it succinctly in the form of a question: 


Are not railway employees in this year of grace, 1873, endur- 
ing a tyranny compared with which British taxation in colonial 
days was as nothing, and of which the crack of the slave whip is 
only a fair type?” 


The facts substantiated this conclusion, and as the depression 
deepened, they grew even starker. It was not unusual for a railroad 
worker to be unemployed, and therefore unpaid, for as many as 
four days of the week, while the company expected him to be pre- 
pared to work at all times. When the men were able to work, they 
were often required to “lay over” at high-priced company hotels at 
the opposite end of the line until they could find a job that took 
them home. The alternative was to pay one’s own fare back on a 
company passenger train at the regular rates, because most compa- 
nies did not issue free passes. (One worker on the Lake Shore line in 
Collinwood, Ohio, was paid sixteen cents in wages to take a train to 
Cleveland, but then had to report back to his superior at Collinwood 
at a cost of twenty-five cents in fare.) Workers who paid seventy- 
five cents a day for board and food while waiting for return trains— 
and they often had to wait from two to four days—had nothing to 
show for their work upon their return. Indeed, they often ended up 
in debt, and when they finally fell so far into debt that their wages 
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were garnisheed, they were forthwith discharged. 

At the end of a month, the average railroad worker, with the ex- 
ception of engineers, took home a little more than half of what he 
would have made had he been able to work the full thirty days. The 
average wage of a brakeman or fireman on four major eastern trunk 
lines in the spring of 1877 was $1.99 per trip, which would have 
netted him $59.70 if he had worked thirty trips per month. Yet, 
because of the lack of work, the average brakeman or fireman took 
home only $30.00 per month, or $10.50 less than the average un- 
skilled worker. A worker on the Baltimore & Ohio described his 
condition and that of his fellow workers: 


We eat our hard bread and tainted meat two days old on the 
sooty cars up the road, and when we come home, find our chil- 
dren gnawing bones and our wives complaining that they can- 
not even buy hominy and molasses for food.” 


To add to this, wages were paid at irregular intervals, and work- 
ingmen had to wait as long as three months to receive their pay. 
The Erie Railroad, for example, frequently waited six or eight weeks 
before paying its employees. The same company, however, did not 
hesitate to demand that its trackmen, who lived in company shan- 
ties along the side of the tracks, should pay ground rent of $20 to 
$25 a year or vacate their homes. Some companies made their work- 
men trade in company-owned stores, where prices were higher and 
the quality poorer than in nearby establishments." 

By a dozen different stratagems, the railroads forced their work- 
men to perform unpaid labor. Engine hostlers were eliminated, and 
firemen were obliged to spend a couple of hours cleaning the en- 
gine each trip, for which they were not paid. Engineers and firemen 
on the Pennsylvania system were compelled to pay the repair cost 
on engines, regardless of the cause. “If you don’t pay the damages,” 
complaining engineers were told, “we'll discharge you.” Many engi- 
neers lost as much as three months of work every year because com- 
pany officials did not supply them with new engines while their 
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cabs were being repaired. In addition, engineers were paid only for 
the time they operated the engine. “If I fall sick and am even absent 
for an hour from the engine I am docked the time,” complained one 
engineer, “while the company can throw me off just as many hours 
as they choose.” “We get paid so much a day for every day we are on 
a run,” said another. “They pay us by the run, not by the day....A 
day is twelve hours and from our point of view there are fourteen 
days in the week.”"* A reporter for the New York Times explained: 


The time figured upon the schedule of trains by no means 
represents the time required of them [the engineers] as a day’s 
work. There are numberless things required when they are not 
on the road. The general care of the locomotive, the keeping in 
order of the headlights, the packing of the boxes, etc., devolve 
upon them, and consume a great deal of time. Many necessary 
failures in making regular trips, chargeable in no way to the men, 
are counted against them as if the fault were not the road’s fault. 
They also suffer great loss, as they are kept idle while their en- 
gines undergo repair in the work shops.” 


Railroading in the 1870s was a far more hazardous occupation 
than it is today; most of the safety devices now in use were either 
unknown then, or else little used and in imperfect form. It was still 
the era of the clumsy handbrake, which threw so many railroaders 
to their death, and of the treacherous link-and-pin coupling, which 
maimed so many more. Crews were constantly being reduced, and 
at a time when trains were controlled entirely by manual means, 
this meant added dangers. And the railroad executives seldom 
offered their maimed employees more than sympathy. Nor did the 
courts, which began to view labor as a commodity whose value was 
determined in the marketplace. In the case of a railroad worker 
who claimed that his employer was liable for injuries suffered on 
the job, the court ruled that since wages for railroad workers were 
higher than the average, there was no liability. The market itself 
compensated for increased risk." 
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When to all this is added the railroad companies’ arbitrary classifi- 
cation of engineers and firemen—men with long experience often 
received lower wages than those just hired—and their discrimina- 
tory promotion policies, the desperation felt by the workers is un- 
derstandable. And to cap the climax came a series of wage cuts 
during the great depression of the 1870s—which was, itself, to a 
considerable extent the result of railroad overexpansion following 
the Civil War, and of the wild speculation and ruinous rate wars in 
which the private empires of the railroad tycoons battled each other. 

The failure of the banking house of Jay Cooke & Company on 
September 18, 1873, ushered in six long and terrible lean years for 
the American working class. By 1875, there were as many as three 
million unemployed, and two-fifths of those employed were work- 
ing no more than six or seven months a year, while less than one- 
fifth worked regularly. The wages of those still working had been 
cut as much as 45 percent, often to little more than a dollar a day.!” 

During the grim years from 1873 to 1877, the post—Civil War 
pace of railroad construction was brought to an abrupt halt. While 
over 34,000 miles of track were laid between 1865 and 1873, only 
6,000 miles were laid between 1873 and 1877—a decline of more 
than 50 percent in the rate of construction. Moreover, in the four 
years after 1873, railroads defaulted on over eight hundred million 
dollars in bonds, and the value of their stocks dropped to half of 
what it had been in 1872. During the one-month period from Sep- 
tember 15 to October 15, 1873, the usually stable stock of the New 
York Central & Hudson River Company dropped twenty-one points, 
signifying a loss of nineteen million dollars. Every January, Henry 
Poor published figures showing the decrease in dividends from one 
year to the next: from 1874 to 1875, the reduction was $5,638,720; 
from 1875 to 1876, it was $6,254,540; and from 1876 to 1877, it was 
$9,483,356. By July 1877, no dividends were being paid on any rail- 
road in Arkansas, Colorado, Florida, Kansas, Mississippi, Missouri, 
Nebraska, Oregon, Texas, or Vermont. 

Still, many major railroad companies continued to pay dividends 
throughout the depression. The New York Central paid 8 percent 


24 THE GREAT LABOR UPRISING OF 1877 


in cash dividends in 1873 and 1874, and 10 percent in 1875, while 
the Pennsylvania and the Baltimore & Ohio paid 10 percent every 
year from 1873 to 1876. These and other railroad companies did 
not hesitate to pass the burden of their financial losses on to their 
employees, instead of to their stockholders. Between 1873 and 1877, 
railroad workers suffered reductions in their wages ranging on the 
average between 21 and 37 percent, while food prices dropped only 
5 percent. John Garrett, president of the Baltimore & Ohio Rail- 
road, lowered the wages of his men to 50 percent of what they had 
formerly been; yet not once did he either lower a dividend payment 
or fail to make one." 

Railroad workers were not even given adequate advance notice 
of impending wage cuts. Officials of the East Tennessee, Virginia & 
Georgia Railroad told their workers of a 20 percent wage cut a day 
before it went into effect. The Pennsylvania Railroad did not even 
bother to notify the Brotherhood of Locomotive Engineers that 
wages were to be cut, despite the existence of a written agreement 
between the company and the union stipulating that the wage scale 
could not be altered by either side without prior notice or joint 
consultation. When the union sent a special committee to J.M. 
McCullough, the system’s western superintendent, to express the 
Brotherhood’s protest, McCullough fired its members and issued 
an order forbidding leaves of absence to other engineers who sought 
to discuss the matter with him. And when enraged engineers threat- 
ened to strike, McCullough, well aware of the thousands of unem- 
ployed railroad men, replied bluntly: “Strike and be ------ i 

Other rail officials echoed this callous viewpoint. The superin- 
tendent of the Harlem division of the New York Central lines told 
reporters that “if the engineers should strike, their places could be 
easily supplied, and the public not feel the change.””° 

Nevertheless, strike the railroad workers did—in a series of out- 
bursts between November 1873 and July 1874. On over eighteen 
railroads—the East Tennessee, Virginia & Georgia; the Philadelphia 
& Reading; the Pennsylvania Central; the New Jersey Southern; the 
New York & Oswego Midland; the various eastern divisions of the 
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Erie railroad system; the Boston & Worcester; the Delaware, Lacka- 
wanna & Western; the Louisville Short Line; the Allegheny Valley; 
and the Chicago & Alton—workers walked off their jobs for a pe- 
riod of a week or two in opposition to the wage cuts, demanding 
the wages due them, and opposing such employer practices as black- 
listing and the ironclad oaths.” 

While the 1873-74 strikes were neither as dramatic nor as im- 
portant as the nationwide railroad strike in 1877, in several respects 
they foreshadowed the violent outburst three years later. For one 
thing, they revealed that although the railroad workers were mostly 
without trade union organization or experience, they had the power 
to disrupt traffic on many roads. Newspapers told of workers re- 
moving coupling pins from many freight cars so that they could 
not be moved; of workers tearing up sections of track, disabling 
locomotives, and cutting telegraph wires; of notches tampered with 
and water tanks ruined; of coaches and freight cars uncoupled; of 
nonstrikers pulled from cabs; of engines and boilers tampered with; 
and of soap placed in tanks from which the locomotives took wa- 
ter, “rendering the water unfit for making steam.””” 

Then, too, in every community affected by the walkouts, there 
was widespread sympathy for the railroad strikers. A dispatch to 
the New York Times from Pottsville, Pennsylvania, describing the 
strike on the coal trains of the Philadelphia & Reading Railroad 
against a 10 percent reduction in wages, noted that even though the 
miners were thrown out of work by the stoppage of all transporta- 
tion, “they seem to sympathize with them [the railroad workers], 
thus making the movement stronger and more important than it 
otherwise would be.’ Community support for the strikers ex- 
pressed itself in many ways. Nonstriking workers brought provi- 
sions to the strikers; local trade unions passed resolutions praising 
the strikers’ “pluck against acts of tyranny” and urging them “to 
resist the unjust demands of this [railroad] monopoly to the bitter 
end”; in a few instances, they voted funds for the relief of the men 
on strike. Among the nonlaboring population as well, there was 
substantial backing for the strikers, which reflected the widespread 
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resentment against the stranglehold the railroads had on the eco- 
nomic life of the nation. In fact, when militias were sent to put down 
“violence” by strikers, they met so hostile a reception from local 
citizens that they let it be known that they wanted to go home. When 
Governor John Hartranft of Pennsylvania agreed to send troops 
against the Erie strikers, leading local citizens in Scranton, includ- 
ing a justice of the peace, a town burgess, an assistant postmaster, 
and a physician, publicly assailed his decision. A petition signed by 
a majority of the city’s prominent residents charged Hartranft with 
“supporting the interests of a corporation against our own citizens 
who ask nothing but their hard-earned wages.” The petitioners asked 
him to withdraw the soldiers “in the name of humanity.” Moreover, 
after the state troops arrived, many merchants refused to sell them 
provisions, and some soldiers suffered “for want of food.” A promi- 
nent officer in the state militia told Governor Hartranft that the strik- 
ers had “the sympathy of nearly if not all the Citizens of the town.” 
He could have added the members of the militia as well, for many of 
the militiamen were reported to be in sympathy with the strikers.” 
The 1873-74 strikes foreshadowed the great uprising of 1877 in 
still another way. Despite popular support, the strikers of 1873-74 
were unable to win any of their demands. The sympathy of the 
people counted for naught when massive unemployment made it 
possible for the railroad managers to bring in new workers. And 
where this proved insufficient to break a strike, the state militia did 
the job for the railroads, over the protests of prominent citizens 
and even of militiamen who sympathized with the strikers. In cases 
where the local militia could not be trusted, soldiers and even po- 
lice from towns miles away were brought in. A detachment of St. 
Louis police traveled over a hundred miles to Moberly, to put down 
the strike of engineers and firemen.” In the case of the Erie shopmen’s 
strike, economic coercion was added to military and police power. 
The company let it be known that unless the men returned on its 
terms, the shops would be moved to Elmira, New York. A number of 
businessmen thereupon deserted the strikers and lined up behind 
the company. “They see,” explained the Scranton Republican, “that 
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unless they keep the shops running their business will be ruined?” 

The railroad managers were not content to simply defeat the strik- 
ers. All of them refused to rehire the strike leaders, and sent their 
names “through the length and breadth of the country.” Represen- 
tatives of twenty southern companies went further and decided not 
to rehire workers guilty of “interference with others willing to work.” 
They then drew up a list of proscribed workers and circulated it 
throughout the region.” 

In addition to blacklists, the railroads instituted the ironclad oath 
on a wide scale. In most cases, before workers could return, they 
had to pledge never to join a union or go out on strike. Newspapers 
featured the following dispatch from Knoxville, Tennessee: 


Late strikers of East Tennessee, Virginia and Georgia Railway, 
including engineers, machinists and blacksmiths have withdrawn 
from their Unions. Engineers in a published card acknowledge 
their error and say they have determined to withdraw from the 
organization known as Brotherhood of Locomotive Engineers. 
Machinists and Blacksmiths also signed a published card to same 
effect, withdrawing from the Society, and Blacksmith’s Union. In 
tomorrow’s Daily Press and Herald Vice President Jaques pub- 
lishes the following to the public: “To prevent any misapprehen- 
sion as to the true position of the engineers on the East Tennes- 
see, Virginia and Georgia Railway I will state that they have 
withdrawn from the organization known as the Brotherhood of 
Locomotive Engineers and the charter of the Knoxville Division 
No. 115, has been delivered to me to be forwarded to Charles 
Wilson, Grand Chief Engineer, Cleveland, Ohio. 


An ironclad oath signed by twenty-two railroad engineers read 
in part: 


We now acknowledge that we have been beaten and that we 
were in error.... We have withdrawn from the organization 
known as the “Brotherhood of Engineers,” and if you think it 
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proper to employ us again, we will work for you as faithfully as 
we ever did before, notwithstanding the reduction in wages.” 


Despite the setbacks they had suffered, the engineers emerged 
from their 1873-74 strike struggles stronger and even more mili- 
tant than before. They were enraged by Grand Chief Engineer 
Wilson’s strikebreaking role during the strikes on the East Tennes- 
see, Virginia & Georgia Railroad and on the Pennsylvania line, and 
they succeeded in removing him from office by the nearly unani- 
mous vote of delegates to a special Brotherhood convention. “Re- 
form” candidate Peter M. Arthur replaced Wilson, and pledged a 
militant response to any effort of the arrogant management to de- 
mand further concessions from the engineers.” 

This new policy paid off. In October 1876, the Brotherhood won 
a victory over the Central of New Jersey by forcing the company to 
rescind a wage cut. Two months later, it defeated the Grand Trunk 
Railway of Canada when that line violated its agreements and dis- 
missed the Brotherhood’s leaders. On December 29, 1876, the en- 
gineers stopped every train west of Montreal and completely closed 
the single track road. While sympathizers held the roundhouses, 
strikebreakers were turned back. On January 3, 1877, the Grand 
Trunk yielded, reinstated the dismissed Brotherhood leaders, and 
even reimbursed Grand Chief Engineer Arthur for travel expenses 
he had incurred during the strike.” 

It must be kept in mind that these victories over the Jersey Cen- 
tral and Grand Trunk took place at the very depth of the depres- 
sion. In 1877, the number of unemployed rose to a peak of perhaps 
five million—with a population less than one-third of that today. 
Many of the jobless drifted across America, with no means of sup- 
port except occasional charity; they lived in shacks and searched 
the garbage heaps for food. John McIntosh, the socialist poet, 
summed up conditions in his ballad, “The Tramp”: 


We canvassed the city through and through, 
Nothing to work at, nothing to do; 
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The wheels of the engines go no more, 
Bolted and barred is the old shop door; 
Grocers look blue over unpaid bills, 
Paupers increase and the poorhouse fills.” 


A correspondent wrote to the New Orleans Daily Picayune: 


Mr. Editor, God only knows what will become of our poor 
workingmen who have families or even single men, who are out 
of employment by thousands in our city; if something soon don’t 
turn up to give relief. Sir, if you believe me, death is staring us in 
the face. . .. My family are, at this time, without the food neces- 
sary to keep life together. It is hard to be compelled to starve in 
this plentiful world; I cannot find any employment to provide 
the requisite food to sustain life. I am willing to perform any 
occupation that my strength will permit me so as to enable me 
to get food for my suffering family.” 


Those lucky enough to work saw their wages drop as multitudes 
waited to do their jobs for even less. A Cincinnati cigar worker with 
a wife and three children was asked how he lived on earnings of $5 
a week. “I don’t live,” he replied. “I am literally starving. We get meat 
once a week, the rest of the week we have dry bread and black 
coffee” 

Unlike the crises of 1837 and 1857, the long depression of the 
1870s did not wipe out the labor movement, but organized labor 
was in a state of considerable disarray. Of thirty national unions in 
existence at the time of the panic, only nine remained by the spring 
of 1877, with a total membership of about fifty thousand—a negli- 
gible fraction of the total nonagricultural working population. Ev- 
erywhere, local unions and trades’ assemblies faded away, and em- 
ployers took advantage of the situation by initiating vigorous 
anti-union drives that further decimated the ranks of the unions.” 

Under these circumstances, it is understandable that victories 
such as those scored by the Brotherhood of Locomotive Engineers 
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stood out in bold relief. With a membership listed at 14,000 in 192 
branches,” with its treasury well-filled and its mutual insurance 
system the best of any union’s, the Brotherhood seemed to be the 
only bright spot in an otherwise gloomy labor picture. 

Its confidence restored, the Brotherhood next took on the Bos- 
ton & Maine. Early in 1876, that railroad had cut wages 10 percent 
for all its employees. However, when the road ended the year with 
a surplus after paying stockholders the usual 6 percent dividend, 
and on top of this raised the salaries of its president and superin- 
tendent in January 1877, the Brotherhood of Locomotive Engi- 
neers demanded a raise of 10 cents per day for the road’s sixty- 
seven engineers. The request was contemptuously rejected, and on 
February 12, after a four-hour ultimatum, the Brotherhood’s engi- 
neers stopped trains wherever they happened to be. 

Once again, the pattern of 1873-74 proceeded to unfold. Public 
sympathy was expressed for the strikers; commuters even told re- 
porters that they would rather walk than see the men defeated. The 
company recruited strikebreakers from crowds of unemployed; the 
Boston police came at the railway’s bidding and cleared the Boston 
& Maine’s station of strike sympathizers. In the end, the Brother- 
hood ran out of money; the striking engineers were all replaced by 
scabs, and the strikers were blacklisted throughout the industry.** 

Encouraged by the defeat handed to the Brotherhood by the 
Boston & Maine, the railroad corporations set out to completely 
destroy the one union that still operated effectively in the industry. 
A campaign was launched to picture the Brotherhood as a danger- 
ous enemy to public peace and safety, and, with the railroad lobby 
in full gear, laws were passed in New Jersey, Massachusetts, Illi- 
nois, Delaware, Pennsylvania, Connecticut, and Michigan mak- 
ing it a criminal offense for an engineer to abandon his train “at 
any place other than the scheduled or otherwise appointed des- 
tination. ...” Charles Francis Adams, then head of the Massachu- 
setts Board of Railroad Commissioners, became so consumed by 
the desire to destroy the Brotherhood that he sent out a resounding 
appeal to the country’s railroad presidents to cooperate in smash- 
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ing the union. “The Brotherhood,” he wrote, “ . . has got to be bro- 
ken up. . . . It has become a mere common nuisance . . . a standing 
public menace. ...The only question is how to proceed so as to 
break it up most quietly and most effectually.” 

At least one railroad president took his advice immediately. 
Franklin B. Gowen, president of the Philadelphia & Reading, gave 
his engineers the alternative of remaining with the company and 
leaving the Brotherhood, or of remaining with the Brotherhood 
and leaving the company. Those who stayed with the Reading might, 
if they chose, enjoy the benefits of a proposed company-managed 
insurance system in place of that operated by the Brotherhood. All 
the money an employee paid in, however, could be forfeited if he 
quit his job or went on strike.” 

Gowen, of course, needed neither the Boston & Maine nor 
Charles Francis Adams to teach him how to break a union. He made 
a deliberate, concerted, and successful attempt to destroy the first 
important union in the coal fields—the Workingmen’s Benevolent 
Association, formed after much difficulty in the Schuylkill and Lehigh 
regions of Pennsylvania in 1867, and uniting a working force made 
up of various nationalities: Americans, Germans, Irish, English, Welsh, 
and Scots. Gowen succeeded in destroying “the old WBA’—as it was 
nostalgically called—by stockpiling coal and then shutting the mines 
dependent upon his railroad, with the cooperation of other opera- 
tors, for more than six months in 1874~75—an event known as the 
“Long Strike.’** He then followed up the defeat of the union with a 
fierce, vindictive prosecution of various militant miners whom he 
succeeded in branding as organized terrorist groups, known as “Molly 
Maguires,” and whom he connected with coal unionism. 

Twenty miners went to the gallows in the wake of the “Long 
Strike,” after being convicted in trials that took place in an atmo- 
sphere of religious, social, and economic bigotry, and that lacked 
even the elements of due process. They were prosecuted by Gowen 
and General Albright, who wore his full military regalia to empha- 
size his patriotism. The fate of the doomed miners was preordained 
by a rabid press and by designating juries that excluded Catholics. 
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In his study, From the Molly Maguires to the United Mine Workers, 
Harold W. Aurand writes: 


The Molly Maguire investigation and trials were one of the 
most astounding surrenders of sovereignty in American history. 
A private corporation initiated the investigation through a pri- 
vate detective agency; a private police force arrested the alleged 
offenders; the coal company attorneys prosecuted them. The state 
provided only the courtroom and the hangman.” 


Even though “reform” Grand Chief Engineer Arthur had already 
demonstrated the conservative pattern that was to characterize his 
twenty-five-year reign as head of the Brotherhood by preventing 
thirteen potential strikes by its members in 1876, he decided that it 
was necessary to mobilize the Brotherhood’s full resources to meet 
Gowen’s new challenge to unionism, and supported the Philadel- 
phia & Reading engineers when they voted to strike. When the Read- 
ing’s superintendent turned down a request for arbitration, the 
Brotherhood called a strike for midnight on Saturday, April 14, 1877. 
Half of the Reading’s engineers quit work, taking care first to bring 
their trains to their destination, since a new law had just been passed 
in Pennsylvania punishing the obstruction or abandonment of 
trains.“ 

The Brotherhood suffered a serious defeat, as Gowen hired any 
unemployed worker ready to try his hand at running an engine in 
order to stave off starvation. Although the pile of burned-out en- 
gines and wrecked cars mounted, within a week, trains were run- 
ning again. Its treasury almost exhausted, the Brotherhood called 
off the strike.” 

On June 21, 1877, Gowen’s triumph was complete: the first ten 
of the “Molly Maguires” were hanged in pairs.” 

On April 9, 1877, the New York Times editorialized jubilantly: 


The Brotherhood of Locomotive Engineers is destroyed as a 
dictatorial body; neither railroad nor engineer will fear it hence- 
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forth or regard its ukases. . . . Both steps in the action of the Read- 
ing Company—the stand against the union and the plan of sub- 
stitution as to its benefits—are an example which should be imi- 
tated by employers generally. 


The Reading’s insurance plan was not the only antilabor device 
initiated by the railroads. Around the middle of May 1877, repre- 
sentatives of the four great eastern trunk lines (companies that had 
through routes between Chicago and various eastern points) met 
in Chicago and concluded a pooling agreement—the first of its 
kind—to end the rate war that had been increasing in intensity since 
1874.* Although Thomas Scott, president of the Pennsylvania Rail- 
road, later denied it, it became clear that the agreement also in- 
cluded a decision to reduce the wages of the railroad workers by at 
least another 10 percent.* 

On May 15, the Missouri Pacific led the way by cutting engi- 
neers’ pay by 12 percent. Nine days later, the Pennsylvania followed 
up by announcing a 10 percent reduction to take effect June 1 for all 
employees earning more than a dollar a day—the second such cut 
since the onset of the great crisis. At the same time, the Pennsylva- 
nia ordered that freight trains be made up of thirty-four cars in- 
stead of seventeen—the dreaded “doubleheaders.” Other lines—the 
Lehigh Valley Railroad, the Lackawanna, the Michigan Southern, 
the Indianapolis & St. Louis, the Vandalia, the New York Central & 
Hudson River, and the Northern Central—also ordered a 10 per- 
cent reduction in wages for July 1. Only three roads—the Balti- 
more & Ohio, the Northern Pacific, and the Chicago, Burlington & 
Quincy—did not immediately join the wage-cutting drive. They 
waited until after July 1.” 

The notices threw the railroad workers, already earning barely 
enough to support their families, into utter despair. In an appeal to 
the managers of the Pennsylvania, the railwaymen pleaded: 


We respectfully call your attention to our grievances, in con- 
nection with your road, on which many of us have been em- 
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ployed for years. Our wages have been from time to time reduced, 
so that many of us do not earn an average of 75 cents per day. We 
have sympathized fully with your directors in all their past efforts 
to further the interests of your company, and accepted the situa- 
tion so long as it guaranteed us a bare living, but in the last move 
was guaranteed to many of us a pauper’s grave. . . .%° 


A grievance committee of thirty railwaymen met with President 
Scott in his Philadelphia office and presented their plea to him. But 
Scott argued that the railroad was actually being kept in operation 
“simply that men might be employed,” without even “an iota of 
profit to the owners.” The committee thereupon decided to accept 
the latest wage cut.“ Except for about one hundred longshoremen 
employed by the Pennsylvania at its New York docks, who walked 
out in protest against the June 1 cut (which brought their wages 
down to thirteen and a half cents an hour), the workers on all the 
lines accepted the pay cuts without quitting their jobs. And the long- 
shoremen returned to work after three weeks, accepting a compro- 
mise offer of fourteen cents an hour. The railroad managers could 
nod agreement at the statement in the Commercial and Financial 
Chronicle that “this year [1877]... labor is under control for the 
first time since the war.” 

What neither the managers nor the Chronicle yet knew was that 
some railroad workers were secretly organizing to fight back. Im- 
mediately after the Pennsylvania Railroad announced its wage cut, 
the trainmen on the Pittsburgh, Fort Wayne & Chicago (a subsid- 
iary of the Pennsylvania) began talking of the need for a new orga- 
nization “to get the trainmen—composing engineers, conductors, 
brakemen, and firemen, in the three grand trunk lines of the coun- 
try—into one solid body.” Only a short time before they met, the 
engineers on the railroad had struck and left their locomotives, but 
had been defeated when the firemen took their places. Such a lack 
of labor unity, they were determined, had to be remedied immedi- 
ately if the railroad workers were not to be completely trampled 
underfoot by a united management.” 
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On Saturday evening, June 2, 1877, the talk became a reality when 
a group of men on the road met at Dietrich’s Hall in Allegheny 
City, across the river from Pittsburgh, and formed the Trainmen’s 
Union, a secret, oathbound organization. The founders knew that 
the three grand trunk lines were going through with the wage cuts; 
they were convinced that the only way to defeat them was “to com- 
bine into one body all the men.” They decided that after they had 
succeeded in organizing three-fourths of the railroaders, and should 
the “railroad magnates” not accede to their demands by rescinding 
the wage cut and the doubleheader policy, and by resolving long- 
standing grievances, they would strike on a pre-designated day, 
“leave the trains standing just where they were, and go home.” 

The organizer of the founding meeting and the first man to take 
the Trainmen’s Union’s oath was twenty-five-year-old Robert Ad- 
ams Ammon. The son of a prosperous Pittsburgh insurance ex- 
ecutive, he had been expelled at the age of sixteen from Capital 
University, in Columbus, Ohio, had served for a while with the Unit- 
ed States cavalry as a bugler, had traveled about from China to South 
America, and had finally settled down as a brakeman on the Pitts- 
burgh, Fort Wayne & Chicago Railroad. Ammon earned twenty- 
nine dollars a month as a brakeman, but since he had an additional 
income of forty dollars a month for his work in the insurance busi- 
ness, he was better off than most railroad workers. Still, as he ex- 
plained, the fact that he had this additional income “was the only 
way I could live.”*! 

Chosen as “grand organizer” of the new, all-encompassing rail- 
way union, and with expenses furnished by the organization, Am- 
mon traveled over the Fort Wayne road, the Baltimore & Ohio, the 
Cleveland & Pittsburgh, the Lake Shore, and other lines, organizing 
lodges and swearing in members. By mid-June, the Trainmen’s 
Union included thousands of trunk line railroad workers of all crafts 
and activities, from Baltimore to Chicago. Not only was it the first 
union in American history to combine all railroad workers, but it 
included so many engineers—the aristocrats of the industry—that 
Grand Chief Engineer Arthur of the Brotherhood of Locomotive 
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Engineers let it be known that there was nothing in the constitu- 
tion or bylaws of the Brotherhood that prevented its members from 
also joining the Trainmen’s Union.” 

Alerted to the existence of the union by Ammon’s organizing 
drive, the various railroad managements began discharging any of 
the new members whose identity they could learn from detectives 
and informers. On June 24, Ammon himself was discharged by the 
Fort Wayne management. That same day, the Trainmen’s Union set 
June 27 at twelve o'clock as the deadline for a general railroad strike, 
unless the roads yielded to its demands. Delegates were immedi- 
ately sent over all the different trunk lines to notify the lodges of the 
ultimatum and to urge them to get ready to strike.” 

On June 25, a union committee presented formal demands to 
the Pittsburgh railroad officials, who refused to receive them. There 
was, however, another response. The five members of the commit- 
tee were fired in a body, and, as if by a prepared signal, other Train- 
men’s Union members on various lines were handed their discharge 
papers. From this point on, events moved swiftly toward an almost 
inevitable fiasco. At a council of war in Dietrich’s Hall on the evening 
before the strike was to take place, a split developed over the deci- 
sion to walk out. Some of the men “who were the first to go into the 
thing” balked, “kicked up a rumpus, and it came near ending in a 
row,” as Ammon later reported. He continued: 


... Two of them went out on No. 11 west, and took the news 
out west, that there would be no strike the next day. We were all 
ready on the 17th, at twelve o'clock noon, to go out on strike, but 
we got telegrams from everywhere asking if we were going on a 
strike, or whether we were not going on a strike. So the thing got 
mixed up, and they stopped the telegraph wires, so we couldn't 
get a word over. We had some trains stopped at Pittsburgh, but I 
had them all moved out on the track again, as I thought we had 
better let the thing go, than make a failure of it, and wait for 
some better time, with a better organization, or some time when 
we could get things in better shape." 
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The “they” who stopped the telegraph wires were, of course, the 
railroad officials, and several of the men who balked at striking were 
their agents, planted in the Trainmen’s Union." As one student of 
the Great Strike points out: “... The combination on the part of 
the railroad officials to pool profits and stop the rate wars was re- 
garded as good business, but the combination on the part of the 
trainmen at Pittsburgh to stop the wage reduction was regarded as 
a conspiracy against public interest.”*° 

The men who had been sent out to notify the various lodges of 
the strike “beat their way back” to Pittsburgh. The Trainmen’s Union 
remained in existence on paper, but it stopped holding meetings. 
Still, the grievances that had brought the railroad workers together 
in a unified movement remained unresolved, and the very existence 
of the Trainmen’s Union, ineffective though it proved to be at first, 
revealed that the railroad men were prepared to act in one form or 
another to redress those grievances. 

During his organizing tour for the Trainmen’s Union, Ammon 
stopped off at Martinsburg, West Virginia, and initiated railroad 
men there who worked on the Baltimore & Ohio. While he was 
there, he heard a number of the new members vow that if President 
John W. Garrett of the Baltimore & Ohio, who had already cut wages 
10 percent in November 1876, resorted to another wage cut rather 
than reduce dividends below the 10 percent the line was paying 
annually on its stock, the men would strike. “They talked most loud 
at Martinsburg, but I thought it was all wind,” Ammon recalled 
later. “I didn’t think they would strike at all” 

Evidently Garrett shared this view. At his suggestion, the B & O 
directors, at their regular meeting, decreed another 10 percent re- 
duction in wages to take effect on Monday, July 16, for all employ- 
ees earning more than a dollar a day.” As events soon demonstrated, 
both the president of the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad and the head 
of the Trainmen’s Union seriously underestimated the determina- 
tion of the B & O workers to resist the new wage cut. 


The strike on the 


Baltimore & Ohio railroad 


“The most extensive and deplorable workingmen’s strike which ever 
took place in this, or indeed in any other country began a week ago 
Monday among the freight hands of the Baltimore & Ohio Rail- 
road at Martinsburg, West Virginia, the location of extensive re- 
pair-shops and terminus of one of the regular divisions of the road.” 
So began the story of the Great Strike in the Nation of July 26, 1877. 

Actually, “the most extensive . . . strike ever to take place in this 
or any other country,’ started at Camden Junction, two miles from 
Baltimore, a critical point through which all trains leaving Balti- 
more for Washington or the West passed. But it could have started 
anywhere along the 2,700-mile length of the B & O, extending from 
Baltimore, the home of the company’s main offices, to Cumberland 
(Maryland), Wheeling, Martinsburg, and Keyser (West Virginia), 
and Newark (Ohio), then to St. Louis on its southwestern tip and 
Chicago on its northwestern tip. During the preceding three years, 
workers at these various points had suffered reductions of 50 per- 
cent of what they had earned before the panic; as a whole, they had 
sustained cuts averaging 30 percent more than the general average 
of reductions in railroad wages throughout the country. They were 
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the lowest-paid men on any railroad in the country, except for the 
workers on the New York Central line. B & O firemen had watched 
their wages drop from $55 per month in 1873 to $30 in 1877; brake- 
men from $70 to $30, and conductors from $90 to $50. All of them 
had been subjected to the usual abuses in their most aggravated 
forms—long hours, increased workloads, high prices at company 
hotels, poor working conditions, the petty tyranny of officious su- 
pervisors, and lack of employment for several days out of the week. 
Moreover, they had been forced to take a similar reduction just eight 
months before the latest 10 percent wage cut was announced. The 
July 11 announcement resulted in wages of ninety cents per day, 
and, as the firemen and brakemen pointed out, in order to merely 
survive at these wages, they would either have to “steal or starve.”' 
The Baltimore Sun conceded that “the story of their struggles to 
live is very sad,” adding: “Many of them declare they might as well 
starve without work as starve and work.”? 

The Sun had helped to light the fuse that was soon to burst into 
flame by publishing on July 15 the report of President Garrett on 
the earnings of the B & O. In it, Garrett took occasion to congratu- 
late the board of directors upon the substantial nature of the busi- 
ness done in the previous twelve months. He went on to point out 
that the road’s earnings showed the usual balance over and above 
expenses; in short, affairs were “entirely satisfactory.” Before ad- 
journing for the summer, the directors had voted the usual divi- 
dend of 10 percent to the stockholders. 

Then, as if to rub salt into the workers’ wounds, the following 
day the Sun published the news that the 10 percent reduction in 
wages had been ordered to take effect immediately, and that Presi- 
dent Garrett was confident that everyone, both workers and towns- 
people all along the line, would “cheerfully recognize” that the re- 
duction was a necessity.’ 

Shortly before noon on Monday, July 16—the day the B & O wage 
cut was to become effective—the fireman on Engine 32 deserted his 
train at Camden Junction. Other firemen soon joined him. While 
company agents quickly hired scabs, the strikers remained in the 


Strike on the Baltimore & Ohio 41 


area to persuade other firemen to leave their trains idle. The rail- 
road immediately called for a large police contingent, and Mayor 
Ferdinand C. Latrobe, who, together with his family, had long been 
associated with the B & O, promptly responded and also ordered 
the arrest of the strike leaders at Camden Junction. Three strikers 
were arrested for “inciting a riot,” a charge that even the police ac- 
knowledged was ridiculous by deferring their trial. Meanwhile, ad- 
ditional police were stationed along the route from Camden Sta- 
tion to Relay, the city limits. 

When the police tried to operate outside the city limits, however, 
their authority was questioned by a Howard County judge. But the 
B & O was not to be put off by the courts in its efforts to crush the 
strike in its infancy. On the basis of authority conferred by laws of 
Maryland in 1860, the B & O president commissioned the police as 
special railway constables, and they returned to their posts outside 
the city limits.‘ 

The railroad’s first vice-president, John King, Jr., met with Gov- 
ernor John Lee Carroll, but the latter felt that no troops were needed 
at this point. The next day, July 17, 38 engineers joined with the 
striking firemen, and that evening 140 members of the Baltimore 
Boxmakers’ and Sawyers’ Union and 800 tin can makers, unable to 
secure their wage demands, also threw in their lot with the railroad 
workers. However, no attempts were made to halt the trains. Pas- 
senger trains went out unmolested, and fifteen freight trains moved 
out onto the line in three convoys.” 

Martinsburg, West Virginia, which was six hours from Baltimore 
on the B & O, was an important relay station, where engines and 
crewmen changed off. Late Monday evening, July 16, Martinsburg 
became the second and more serious center of strike activity. The 
Trainmen’s Union included practically all the railroad workers in 
Martinsburg, while the local citizens and the town paper were fully 
behind the railroad workers in any stand they might take against 
the latest wage cut. The Martinsburg Statesman accused Garrett of 
“putting wages down to the starvation point,” and urged the men 
“to resist.” 
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And resist they did! On July 16, more than a score of firemen 
assembled around the depot, seized and uncoupled engines, ran 
them into the roundhouse, and announced to road officials that no 
more trains would leave Martinsburg in either direction until the 
wage cut was rescinded. A.P. Schutt, the town mayor, who had close 
ties with the B & O (he owned the Berkeley House, Martinsburg’s 
main hotel, which derived the major part of its business from the 
railroad), ordered the arrest of the strike leaders, but the pro-strike 
sympathies of the townspeople nullified his efforts. Schutt then tried 
to start the trains with new men, but again he was thwarted.* 

By morning, the brakemen on the freight trains had joined the 
firemen, and although passenger trains were not interfered with, all 
freight was halted. The Wheeling Intelligencer announced on its front 
page: “At Martinsburg the strikers have absolute control and refuse 
to allow any freight trains to move.” It added that “the strike is a 
serious affair.... These reductions in wages come with a special 
severity at a time like the present when the necessities of life have 
actually gone up in cost.” 

Reports from Martinsburg gave no evidence of casualties or prop- 
erty damage, to say nothing of a “riot.” Nevertheless, B & O Vice- 
President King telegraphed Governor Henry M. Mathews of West 
Virginia that a “riot” was in progress in Martinsburg which local 
authorities were “powerless to suppress.” He requested that the gov- 
ernor call out the militia to protect B & O property and enable the 
company to get its trains running on schedule. 

Without making any further inquiry, Mathews ordered into ac- 
tion the Beverly Light Guards, a company of volunteer militiamen 
from the Martinsburg area, the majority of whom were railroad 
workers. He instructed Colonel C.J. Faulkner, the officer in charge, 
to “prevent any interference by rioters with the men at work, and 
prevent the obstruction of trains.”!° 

A scab engineer, with militia protection, started to run a freight 
train through the yards. When twenty-eight-year-old William P. Van- 
dergriff, one of the strikers, attempted to cut the train off and, in the 
process, exchanged fire with a militiaman, he was shot by several of 
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the soldiers at point-blank range. Three balls entered his body, one 
breaking his left arm. Later that day, Vandergriff’s arm was ampu- 
tated, and after nine days of agony he died, leaving behind a preg- 
nant wife “without pecuniary means.” The Martinsburg Statesman 
called Vandergriff “a victim to Gov. Mathews’ Order,” and com- 
mented bitterly: “We believe he died a martyr to what he believed 
to be a compulsory duty. He was shot down in sight of the lowly 
home whose inmates he was trying to shield from starvation.” "! 

Meanwhile, at the first wounding of a striker, the would-be strike- 
breaker deserted the engine, and no one could be found to take his 
place. “It is impossible for me to do anything further with my com- 
pany,’ Colonel Faulkner wired Mathews. “Most of them are rail- 
road men and they will not respond. The force is too formidable 
for me to cope with.” He thereupon dismissed his men until fur- 
ther notice. 

President Garrett and other B & O officials pressured Governor 
Mathews to call upon the president of the United States for federal 
troops. “The loss of an hour,’ Garrett wired, “would most seriously 
affect us and imperil vast interests.” But Mathews balked at seeking 
federal assistance until he had exhausted “all means within the State 
to suppress the riot.” The governor then sent a company of sixty- 
five militiamen from Moorefield—‘“none of them railroad men”— 
to Martinsburg. “I send arms and ammunition with them,” he an- 
nounced, “and the force will be increased as they go on. If that force 
is not sufficient, I will then use other means—the riot shall be 
stopped.” 

The fact that there was still no evidence of a “riot” did not seem 
to matter to Governor Mathews. Certainly there had been no vio- 
lence, no damage to or even tampering with company property, 
and no injuries since the first and only shooting in Martinsburg. It 
is significant that while the governor was unwilling to go along with 
the B & O officials in requesting federal troops, Vice-President King 
telegraphed the Washington agent of the B & O that the governor 
might soon change his mind, and suggested that the secretary of 
war be informed of the situation so that he might be ready to re- 
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spond promptly with the necessary forces."* 

While the company and the governor had been trying unsuc- 
cessfully to crush the strike at Martinsburg, it had spread to other 
points along the line in West Virginia: Keyser, Piedmont, Grafton, 
and Wheeling. At Keyser, white and Black railroad workers met and 
voted to join the strike. They had “soberly considered the step,” 
and finally decided that “at the present state of wages which the 
company had imposed upon us, we cannot live and provide our 
wives and children with the necessities of life.”'° 

A reporter for the Wheeling Intelligencer described the strikers at 
various railroad points in the state as “a respectable body of men... 
[who] in their towns receive every encouragement.”’* A resident of 
Keyser agreed and assured the Wheeling paper that nearly every- 
one in the communities affected believed that “the whole thing grows 
out of too much pay and speculation among the head men—big 
salaries, wine suppers, free passes and presents to Congressmen for 
their votes,” while the men whose labor made all this possible lived 
on the very edge of starvation.” The Baltimore Sun reprinted the 
letter and cited it as evidence of the fact that the railroaders had the 
support of their fellow-townspeople: 


There is no disguising the fact that the strikers in all their 
lawful acts have the fullest sympathy of the community. The 10 
per cent reduction after two previous reductions was ill-advised. 
The company for years has boasted of its great earnings and paid 
enormous dividends. One must therefore ask if wages that do 
not now permit over $5 per week to go to the housing, clothing, 
and feeding of a family are more than sufficient as a remunera- 
tion for experienced labor, full of danger and responsibility? 


The Sun concluded with an observation that was to appear fre- 
quently in other communities as the Great Strike developed: 


The singular part of the disturbance is the very active part 
taken by the women, who are the wives or mothers of the fire- 
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men. They looked famished and wild, and declare for starvation 
rather than have their people work for the reduced wages. Better 
to starve outright, they say, than to die by slow starvation.'* 


At Martinsburg, meanwhile, the situation was at a standstill. The 
B & O officials offered no compromise to the strikers. The state 
militia remained on alert, but did nothing to “further exasperate 
the strikers.” The latter were resorting to “moral suasion” to win 
over the members of the militia and the railroad shopmen in the 
machine and engine shops, who were still on the job. In the latter 
case they were successful, but not with the militia. A half dozen or 
more of the strike leaders called on Captain Miller in his quarters 
and asked what he planned to do. “They referred to the almost starv- 
ing condition of men whose wages were now proposed to be further 
cut down; that flour was ten dollars a barrel, etc.” Miller replied 
brusquely that he “had nothing to do with the price of flour,” that 
he had come to Martinsburg to see that the trains passed unmo- 
lested, and that he was determined to carry out orders “if his entire 
company was used up in the attempt.” 

Despite Miller’s bluster, it was clear that the Martinsburg railroad 
men, aided by their fellow-townspeople, had effected a thoroughly 
successful strike. They had completely stopped the movement of 
freight trains through the town even when the trains were offered 
military protection. But the situation was still nothing resembling 
a riot, and a far, far cry from an insurrection. No property had been 
damaged, nor had any blood been shed since the first day of the strike. 

However, this state of affairs hardly suited Colonel Robert M. 
Delaplain, the governor’s aide and deputy in command of the 
militia. He dashed off a telegram to Governor Mathews in which 
he noted the intensity of the pro-strike sentiment in Martins- 
burg, declaring that no one could be found willing to run a loco- 
motive, even with militia protection, and that “the odds” were 
“largely against our small force.” The wire contained no infor- 
mation of new violence or disorder. Nevertheless, it ended: “Cap- 
tain Faulkner thinks that two hundred U.S. Marines could not be 
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in excess of the requirement. ...””° 


This time, Mathews did not hesitate to respond favorably to the 
suggestion that he call in federal troops. He did so without having 
first put Martinsburg in a state of emergency or under martial law, 
without calling up additional volunteers to supplement the exist- 
ing militia, and without calling the legislature into special session 
to deal with the emergency—in short, without making any further 
use of powers at his command. Indeed, Mathews later conceded in 
a report to the legislature that before federal troops were requested, 
“one militiaman had been wounded, one striker killed, and a total 
of $8,823.41 expended on the attempt to break the strike.””! 

On July 18, Mathews telegraphed President Hayes: 


Owing to unlawful combinations and domestic violence now 
existing at Martinsburg, and at other points along the line of the 
Baltimore and Ohio Railroad, it is impossible with any force at 
my command to execute the laws of the State. 

I therefore call upon your Excellency for the assistance of the 
United States military to protect the law abiding people of the 
State against domestic violence and to maintain the supremacy 
of the law. 

The Legislature is not now in session and could not be as- 
sembled in time to take any action in the emergency. A force of 
from two to three hundred should be sent without delay to Mar- 
tinsburg where my aide Col. Delaplain will meet and confer with 
the officer in command.” 


A reporter for the New York World wrote his paper from Mar- 
tinsburg: 


It has been well observed that if the rights of the strikers had 
been infringed or violated instead of that of the Railroad corpo- 
rations, it is probable that Governor Mathews would have hesi- 
tated a long while before he would have thought it his duty to 
call on the president.” 
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Needless to say, the president of the B & O took a different view. 
Upon learning that federal troops had been requested, he wired 
congratulations to Mathews. He then sent President Hayes a long 
wire urging “that the application . . . be immediately granted.” Gar- 
rett cited the impossibility of moving freights and the open intimi- 
dation of and attacks upon “loyal employees.” The state had done 
all it could “to suppress the insurrection,” he wrote, and traffic on 
the B & O—“this great national highway”—could be “restored for 
public use” only by bringing in federal troops. Unless this action 
was taken immediately, “the greatest consequences” were inevitable 
for both the B & O and “all the other lines in the country which like 
ourselves have been obliged to introduce measures of economy in 
these trying times for the preservation of the effectiveness of rail- 
road property.” 

The B & O president even suggested how the federal forces could 
be used most effectively to break the strike. He recommended that 
soldiers be transported from Fort McHenry in Baltimore and from 
Washington, since these were “points near to the scenes of the 
disturbance . . . from which movements can be made with the great- 
est promptness and rapidity.’** 

The Great Strike of 1877 was the first instance in which the regu- 
lar army entered into a labor disturbance on a national scale. Prior 
to that time, the army had had some experience with labor troubles. 
In 1834, Andrew Jackson ordered regulars into Maryland to end a 
strike of Irish workers on the Chesapeake & Ohio Canal, and dur- 
ing the Civil War, department commanders used troops to end 
strikes, including the one by engineers on the Reading Railroad and 
those by workers in St. Louis, Louisville, Cold Springs (N.Y.), and 
in the turbulent Pennsylvania coal fields.” However, the decision as 
to whether or not federal troops should be dispatched rested en- 
tirely with the president. Statute law empowered him to respond to 
state requests for assistance in suppressing “domestic violence,” but 
did not compel him to grant such requests. In each instance, the 
president was obliged to weigh the merits of the application. In his 
inaugural address, President Hayes had spoken out strongly “against 
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interfering in the domestic affairs of states,” and while he was refer- 
ring to Reconstruction in the Southern states, it was not difficult 
for many in the labor movement to expect that he would apply this 
principle to a situation such as that in West Virginia.”° 

However, as we have seen, Hayes owed his accession to the presi- 
dency, in large part, to Tom Scott and his associates, and he had 
surrounded himself with cabinet members who were closely linked 
to corporations in general and to the railroads in particular. Secre- 
tary of State William M. Evarts was a leading New York corpora- 
tion and railroad lawyer who “usually ranged on the side of capital 
rather than labor,” who had defended the railroads in key cases 
involving rate regulation, and who, as lawyer for the manufacturers 
in the famous Jacobs case, helped to invalidate a New York law out- 
lawing the manufacture of cigars in tenement houses. Other cabi- 
net members who had close railroad associations were Attorney 
General Charles Devens, Secretary of the Navy Richard W. Thomp- 
son, and Secretary of War George W. McCrary. Gerald G. Eggert 
observes that McCrary “appears to have owed his cabinet appoint- 
ment to the influence of such railroad leaders as General Grenville 
M. Dodge, Tom Scott, and Jay Gould.””” 

On July 17, the press carried the news that Attorney General Dev- 
ens and Secretary of State Evarts had left Washington on a visit to 
the mining regions of eastern Pennsylvania. Omitted from the dis- 
patch, however, was the fact that the cabinet members were the guests 
of the railroads and were to make the tour in the private car of 
Pennsylvania Railroad President Tom Scott.** 

Hayes himself had previously responded favorably to a request 
for troops to break a strike. In 1876, as governor of Ohio, he had 
sent state militia to Massillon to break a coal miners’ strike. Re- 
sponding to a letter of congratulations from Congressman James 
A. Garfield, Hayes wrote: “We shall crush out the lawbreakers if the 
courts and juries do not fail.” He did succeed in crushing the strike, 
thereby earning the gratitude of both the Ohio coal operator and 
of political boss Marcus A. Hanna, who, on the occasion of Hayes’s 
nomination to the presidency, wrote that the man who “took the 
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position as did our Gov.[ernor] during our recent mining troubles 
at Massillon and by such action maintained the supremacy of the 
law giving us again control of our property,” deserved to be the 
next president of the United States. Republicans hailed Hayes as 
the “law and order” candidate.” 

As Hayes received Governor Mathews’s request for federal troops, 
he must have pondered the fact that the army had been reduced to 
a peacetime total of 25,000 men, and that all but a skeleton force 
were stationed beyond the Mississippi River, guarding the Mexican 
border or fighting the Indians. But Mathews had requested only 
two to three hundred men. More serious, however, was the fact that 
army enlisted men, whose wages were already in arrears, were re- 
ceiving no pay because Congress had adjourned without voting an 
army appropriations bill for the fiscal year that began July 1. Could 
such soldiers be relied on to act against workers whose chief com- 
plaint was that their wages had been cut to the starvation level?” 

After consultation with the chief executive, Secretary of War Mc- 
Crary telegraphed Mathews that the president was “averse to inter- 
vention unless it is clearly shown that the state is unable to suppress 
insurrection, and asked for details as to the size of the militia and 
the number of “insurgents.” Neither Hayes nor his secretary of war 
seemed to doubt that it was an “insurrection,” even though no 
source other than Mathews and Garrett had referred to the strike in 
those terms. 

Mathews replied that he had “no doubt” that within ten days he 
could organize a force of West Virginians of sufficient size “to sup- 
press any riot,” but he feared in the meantime the destruction of 
“much property,’ and the loss of “valuable lives.” 

Hayes’s reaction now was swift. Without seeking further infor- 
mation, he issued a proclamation at four o’clock in the afternoon 
of July 18, ordering all “lawless elements” in West Virginia to desist 
and disperse before noon on Thursday, July 19. He also instructed 
General William H. French to proceed to Martinsburg with the Sec- 
ond United States Artillery to enforce his proclamation. Following 
along the lines of Garrett’s suggestion, the adjutant general wired 
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the commanding officers of the Washington Arsenal and Fort Mc- 
Henry in Baltimore to send every available man to Martinsburg as 
soon as possible. A special train to transport the troops was pro- 
vided by the Baltimore & Ohio, which later presented a bill to the 
federal government.°! 

“Coming into Martinsburg with the United States troops, the 
SUN representative was surprised at the quietness of the town,” 
wrote the correspondent for the New York paper. The train had 
been stopped at Harper’s Ferry to wait for daylight, out of fear that 
the tracks had been tampered with by the strikers. But in the morn- 
ing, nothing was found to be wrong, and the train continued to the 
outskirts of Martinsburg. Scouts were sent ahead and reported that 
“everything was as quiet as a Sunday.” Fifteen hundred freight cars 
and one hundred engines were lined up on the tracks and were 
being watched by hundreds of strikers. A hundred or more striking 
canal boatmen were also in the crowd, encouraging the railroad men 
in the hope that they might win better terms from the canal compa- 
nies if the strikers won. There was no sign of drunkenness anywhere. 

Late that morning, the sheriffs deputies and the town police 
passed out copies of President Hayes’s proclamation commanding 
“all persons engaged in said unlawful insurrectionary proceedings 
to disperse and retire to their respective abodes on or before twelve 
o'clock noon on the 19th day of July instant. . . ? But when twelve 
o'clock came, there was no “riotous crowd” to be dispersed, and 
the proclamation aroused little interest.* 

That afternoon, a coal train was readied to leave for Baltimore 
under the protection of the state militia and federal troops. The 
engineer and fireman were on hand to take out the first train to leave 
Martinsburg since the strike started, when an incident occurred that 
was widely reported. Here is how one reporter described it: 


The wife and daughter of Engineer Bedford climbed to the 
foot board, and pleaded, tears in their eyes, that he would not 
go.... The women were heroines immediately, and were ap- 
plauded by other wives and children who had gathered around 
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the engine. Bedford turned to the officials, saying that he could 
not go.” 


Later that afternoon, a replacement for Bedford was found, and 
a train consisting of twenty coal cars was started, with six soldiers 
on the engine and a dozen in the last car. A guard of three armed 
men walked at double-quick in front of the engine. At the East Street 
crossing, half a dozen men and two women were standing by the 
side of the track with clubs in their hands. The soldiers loaded their 
guns and the men and women got out of the way. It took the train 
ten hours to make the trip to Baltimore! 

A westward bound freight train left soon after with twenty regu- 
lars ahead of the engine and still more troops stationed throughout 
the train. When the train reached the west end of the town, one 
hundred armed strikers tried to stop it. The fireman thereupon seized 
his meal bucket and quit. Several B & O officials pleaded with him 
to return, offering him premium pay. While they were arguing, his 
wife, mother, and two brothers pushed by the armed guards and 
took him away with them. The crowd set up a cheer. At this point, 
the sheriff, assisted by the entire militia, rushed to the scene, seized 
Dick Zepp, the twenty-year-old engineer who was said to be the 
leader of the Martinsburg strike, and arrested him. As he was being 
taken away, his brother George, a B & O fireman who was not in 
sympathy with the strike, came running down the track with a big 
navy revolver in his hand. His mother was following him and plead- 
ing with him not to go on the engine. But George Zepp shouted, 
“I’m going if it costs my life,” joined the engineer in the cab, and 
the train moved out.” 

This was the last train to leave that day. “The firemen are not 
discouraged,” wrote the New York Sun reporter as the day ended. 
But warrants had been issued for the arrest of ten strikers, charging 
them with “exciting a riot,” and more discouraging was the news 
that evening that “a large number of engineers and firemen from 
the Baltimore division” would be in Martinsburg by morning, ready 
to take out the strikebound freight trains.” On the morning of July 
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20, the strikebreakers from Baltimore arrived and moved out the 
freight trains without interference. By evening, the clogged yard had 
been largely cleared. “The riot here may be regarded as suppressed,” 
Delaplain wired Mathews gleefully. B & O officials summoned re- 
porters to the company’s headquarters and gave them the news that 
“the backbone of the strike has been broken.” 

But elsewhere along the B & O line, the strike was anything but 
broken. “I might as well die by the bullet as to starve to death by 
inches,” strikers told reporters at different points on the B & O line. 
At Keyser, they met and unanimously determined to stand firm until 
the end, and concluded: 


Resolved, that we, the men of the Third Division, have so- 
berly and calmly considered the step we have taken, and declare 
that at the present state of wages which the company have im- 
posed upon us, we cannot live and provide our wives and chil- 
dren with the necessaries of life, and that we only ask for wages 
that will enable us to provide such necessaries.” 


On Friday, July 20, the same day that the strike at Martinsburg 
was reported broken, a manifesto was posted at Westernport, Mary- 
land, and copies put up at stations along the B & O line. The elo- 
quent and fiery document, described as “the first manifesto issued 
by the railway strikers,” read: 


WE SHALL CONQUER OR WE SHALL DIE 

Strike and live! Bread we must have! Remain and perish! Be it 
understood, if the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad Company does 
not meet the demands of the employees at an early date, the offi- 
cials will hazard their lives and endanger their property, for we 
shall run their trains and locomotives into the river; we shall 
blow up their bridges; we shall tear up their railroads; we shall 
consume their shops with fire and ravage their hotels with des- 
peration. A company that has from time to time so unmercifully 
cut our wages and finally has reduced us to starvation, for such 
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we have, has lost all sympathy. We have humbled ourselves from 
time to time to unjust demands until our children cry for bread. 
A company that knows all this, we should ask in the name of 
high heaven what more do they want—our blood? They can get 
our lives. We are willing to sacrifice them, not for the company, 
but for our rights. Call out your armed hosts if you want them. 
Shield yourselves if you can, and remember that no foe, however 
dreaded, can repel us for a moment. Our determination may seem 
frail, but let it come. They may think our cause is weak. Fifteen 
thousand noble miners, who have been insulted and put upon 
by this self same company, are at our backs. The merchants and 
community at large along the whole line of the road are on our 
side, and the working classes of every State in the Union are in 
our favor, and we feel confident that the God of the poor and the 
oppressed of the earth is with us. Therefore let the clashing of 
arms be heard; let the fiery elements be poured out if they think 
it right, but in heed of our right and in defence of our families, 
we shall conquer or we shall die.” 


On the same day that the manifesto was posted, at Cumberland, 
Maryland, disgruntled miners, Chesapeake & Ohio canal men, rail- 
road strikers, and unemployed workers uncoupled cars from a west- 
bound freight train. Railroad officials managed to get the cars 
coupled again, and the train moved on. At Keyser, West Virginia, it 
was run onto a side track, and the crew was taken off by force. At 
three o'clock that afternoon, B & O officials met with Governor John 
Carroll of Maryland. President Garrett demanded that the Mary- 
land National Guard be called out, and by 3:30 p.m. the governor 
had ordered Brigadier General James R. Herbert to prepare Bal- 
timore’s Fiftieth and Sixth militia regiments to go to Cumberland. 
As Edward Hungerford, historian of the Baltimore & Ohio Rail- 
road, explains: “. . . The word of the President of the B & O was law 
to Governors, [and] all state officials.”” 

On July 18, the Baltimore Sun had proudly commented that, in 
contrast to the “serious disturbance . . . in West Virginia,” the strik- 
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ers in Baltimore “maintained perfect order.” Two days later, it was 
still congratulating the city on the fact that “the striking firemen 
remained quiet.” Other Baltimore papers extended similar con- 
gratulations and expressed the hope that conditions in Baltimore 
would continue at the same level.“ 

But, like the Baltimore press, Governor Carroll had underesti- 
mated the sympathies of the Baltimore working class community 
for the strikers. “The working people everywhere are with us,” a 
leader of the railroad strikers told a reporter for the Philadelphia 
Inquirer, and he went on: 


They know what it is to bring up a family on ninety cents a 
day, to live on beans and corn meal week in and week out, to run 
in debt at the stores until you cannot get trusted any longer, to 
see the wife breaking down under privation and distress, and the 
children growing sharp and fierce like wolves day after day be- 
cause they don’t get enough to eat.*! 


The depression had brought misery to Baltimore’s workers, just 
as it had to those in other cities. It had reduced the number of local 
trade unions from fifteen to four, and produced a larger number of 
unemployed. Mayor Latrobe had shown no interest in dealing with 
the unemployment problem and had initiated public works pro- 
grams only after the Democratic Club reminded him of the “deg- 
radation of the working man and his family.” There were other signs 
of general discontent at the time the railroad workers went on strike. 
Seven hundred canmakers struck for more pay, and there was a flurry 
of small strikes started by the factory workers immediately thereaf- 
ter. 

The Baltimore & Ohio Railroad, moreover, was a very unpopu- 
lar institution. Garrett, who had been its president since 1858, was 
generally disliked. People resented his power, hated the way in which 
he treated his workers, disliked his subordinate officials even more 
than him, and, in the words of the Baltimore News, were “simply 
tired of hearing nothing but ‘The B. and O. said this, and the B. and 
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O. said that.” Among the city’s workers, it was commonly felt that 
the B & O could well afford to reduce dividends instead of wages, 
and treat its workers at least civilly. This feeling was intensified on 
Friday morning, July 20—the very day the militiamen were to be 
called into service on the company’s request—when the newspa- 
pers carried the notice inserted by Vice-President King that the com- 
pany was abandoning its policy of “half a loaf of bread is better 
than none at all,” that all strikers should consider themselves dis- 
missed, and that in the eyes of the company, therefore, they were 
“trespassers.” 

What happened that Friday night, therefore, was the product of 
years of accumulated resentment in Baltimore’s working class cir- 
cles. 

There were two methods available for calling out the militia: to 
summon the soldiers by messengers or by sounding the militia call 
from the firehouse and the City Hall. Governor Carroll was op- 
posed to ringing the City Hall bell—“Big Sam”—and the smaller 
fire bells; he feared the emergency call would arouse the populace. 
But General Herbert argued that time was of the essence, and in the 
end he prevailed. At about 6 p.m. on Friday, June 20, for the first 
time in Baltimore’s history, “Big Sam” on the City Hall and the fire 
bells all rang the militia call: 1—5—1. At the same time, trains were 
prepared in Camden Station to rush the militia to Cumberland. 

But the regiments never got to Cumberland. The bells pealed 
out just as most of Baltimore’s men and boys were leaving work. 
(As in other cities, it was common in Baltimore for a child of nine 
or ten to put in a fourteen-hour day in a shop or mill.) Crowds of 
the angry and curious swarmed to the armories. At Camden Sta- 
tion, before the emergency military call, only a handful of people 
were congregated; after the call, thousands had assembled in less 
than half an hour. 

Fayette and Front Streets, in front of the Sixth Regiment Armory, 
had been torn up for the laying of gaspipes while buildings in the 
area were in the process of being erected. Rocks and cobblestones— 
or, as the Baltimore Sun put it, “the material of warfare”—were in 
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piles a few feet apart. As soon as darkness fell, a crowd of youths, 
men, and some women began throwing stones at the sentries in 
the street and at the guard in the vestibule, who retreated to the 
drill room in the rear of the armory. When the anger of the crowd 
seemed to subside, the order was given to the 120 men who had 
answered the roll call to march to the trains in two groups. A band 
and fife corps was supposed to have led the march, but it was de- 
cided to dispense with this display. Twenty rounds of ammunition 
were distributed to each of the men, who carried breech-loading 
rifles. 

As the militiamen set out, they were greeted by a shower of stones 
and “cries and cheers for the strikers.” Driven back into the ar- 
mory, the soldiers again attempted to march, this time supported 
by a squad of police, but again they were driven back into the ar- 
mory. The third time, the militiamen came out of the door firing 
into the crowd. An on-the-spot reporter wrote: “The streets were 
quickly deserted and the detachment passed by The Sun office, still 
firing random shots over their shoulders with apparent reckless- 
ness.” Bullets shivered the glass in windows along the streets of Bal- 
timore as the militia passed by. Dead and wounded were carried 
into nearby saloons and drug stores, whose floors quickly “looked 
like a butcher’s pen.” 

Of the 120 soldiers who had left the armory, only 59 remained 
when all three companies reached the Camden depot. (The others 
went home.) By that time, the “second Battle of Bunker Hill,” as it 
was called, was over. Eleven lay dead and about forty were wounded. 
(The number of wounded remained undetermined because many 
were quickly carried off by relatives or friends.) All were civilians. A 
number of the dead were bystanders shot while trying to shield 
themselves from the fire of the military. One was fourteen-year-old 
Willie Hourand, whom the Baltimore News described as “one of 
the brightest” of its newsboys. He was the sole support of an invalid 
mother. 

At Camden Station, trains were waiting, engines fully steamed, 
scabs at their posts, ready to go. While the soldiers were loading, an 
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enraged crowd of about fifteen thousand circled to the rear of the 
station and attacked the telegraph office on Lee Street. The occu- 
pants fled, and the crowd wrecked the building. They then crossed 
the tracks to the train shed and stoned the engine, which was just 
about ready to pull out with the soldiers. The crew quickly deserted 
their posts, and the strikers tore up some of the tracks, making it 
impossible for the militiamen to leave. Actually, President Garrett 
and Governor Carroll had decided that the militia was more ur- 
gently needed in Baltimore than in Cumberland. The orders were 
revoked, and the militiamen—that is, those who had not departed— 
remained in the train sheds at Camden Station. 

Outside, the crowd had applied torches to several wooden pas- 
senger coaches, and the flames were reaching to the sky. Firemen 
who responded to calls were stoned, and some hoses were cut. But 
with difficulty, and with the aid of the police, they succeeded in 
extinguishing the flames.” 

Inside Camden Station, B & O officials goaded Governor Car- 
roll into calling on President Hayes for help. “The rioters,” he wired 
frantically, “have taken possession of the Baltimore & Ohio Rail- 
road depot, set fire to same, and driven off all firemen who attempted 
to extinguish the flames.” Hayes responded immediately. Shortly 
after 11:30, he ordered General William Barry, commander of Fort 
McHenry in Baltimore, to gather all the men he could find and 
proceed to the Camden depot at once. Then for good measure, he 
ordered down three companies of regulars from New York Harbor 
and told General Winfield S. Hancock, commander of the Military 
Division of the Atlantic, to supervise operations. 

Meanwhile, both the crowd and the flames had cooled down. 
The rioters started drifting home after the fire was finally put out. 
At around midnight, Carroll wired Hayes that the troops would 
not be necessary; but the president sent them anyway.” 

On Saturday, July 21, quiet reigned in Baltimore. “The striking 
firemen, engineers and other train hands were, as usual, standing 
quietly in small groups along the lower portions of Light Street.” 
Their committees were waiting, they told a reporter for the Sun, 
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... to hear any proposal from the company, and are ready and 
anxious to work for fair wages. . . . They say that they had noth- 
ing whatever to do with the riotous proceedings Friday night, 
and have never used violence to person or property of any kind, 
but have only endeavored to prevent the running of trains by the 
company. They deprecate all riotous proceedings, and it is not 
believed they were instrumental in, counseled or provoked the 
unexpected outbreak which characterized Friday night.“ 


By early Sunday morning, July 22, only a few knots of curious 
people were outside the Camden depot, and Governor Carroll an- 
nounced that the riot was over. But Baltimore was now a “military 
garrison” with between 1,200 and 2,000 federal soldiers in or near 
the city, while local forces had been swelled by citizen recruits. Seven 
hundred soldiers guarded the B & O property at Camden Station 
with two Gatling guns and several field pieces, while other troops 
were being kept busy opening the line. The Baltimore police were 
engaged in rounding up men suspected of having been involved in 
the events of July 20—none of whom were strikers.*° 

Most newspapers in Baltimore and nearby cities confirmed the Sun’s 
report that the strikers had not been involved in the June 20 riots, but 
this gained the strikers nothing but some editorial praise.” The B & O 
officials blamed them for being indirectly responsible, and showed not 
the slightest willingness to compromise. Vice-President King reiter- 
ated his statement that the strikers could consider themselves dismissed 
and that the company regarded them as “trespassers.” 

The difficulties of the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad, however, were 
not yet over. Freight traffic along the main line was still paralyzed, 
and the company was still losing “thousands of dollars... every 
hour.™ The strikers stuck doggedly to their task of trying to get 
back their 10 percent and obtain several improvements as well. On 
July 26, committees representing the engineers, firemen, brakemen, 
and conductors met and drew up a set of resolutions which were 
unanimously adopted by the strikers. They called for the establish- 
ment of two classes of enginemen, at a daily wage of $3.50 for first 
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class and $3.00 for second class; for a minimum wage of $2.50 per 
day for firemen and brakemen; that when engines arrived at their 
destination, men be available to take sand and to clean, fire, and 
house them; that a quarter-day’s pay be given each railroad worker 
called to duty and not furnished work, or laid over; that there be an 
allowance of an additional half-day’s pay for Sunday operation; that 
half a day be allowed every worker for fetching and returning en- 
gines; that the time for the run from Martinsburg to Cumberland 
and return be two days; and finally 


That no man shall be discharged for any act done or partici- 
pation had in the late strikes, and that all men who have drawn 
their time shall be immediately reinstated in their positions. 


The resolutions were presented to the B & O as “suggestions for 
an amicable adjustment,’ and a four-man committee representing 
the engineers, freight firemen, freight conductors, and brakemen 
also presented them to Governor Carroll with a request for his en- 
dorsement. In introducing the resolutions to the governor, engi- 
neer J.H. Elder, committee chairman, stressed that the strike had 
only one objective: “to obtain wages which would enable them to 
live,” and that in seeking this goal, the strikers had not engaged in 
violence “and would not counsel such a thing.” After listening to a 
reading of the resolutions, the governor stated that he had no power 
to remedy their “troubles,” and advised them to devote themselves 
to persuading “a number of sympathizers who are lawless men . . . to 
desist from all violence.” They could be sure, he added, that whether 
or not they succeeded in this endeavor, he intended to see that the 
laws were enforced and violence stamped out “at any cost.” Once 
again, the committee disclaimed any connection with rioters or the 
destruction of property, and emphasized that the strikers “had sim- 
ply demanded living rates for work, and had abstained from labor 
until those rates were allowed.” But Governor Carroll was not sat- 
isfied. It was not enough, he said, for the strikers to abstain “from 
riotous proceedings”: 
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You are responsible for the violence that has been done, 
whether you were actually engaged in it or not. You on your part 
must drive away from you the evil-disposed people who have 
done so much harm, and discountenance in the plainest way 
everything tending to violence. 


The governor then made it clear that he was not merely talking 
of the destruction of railroad property, but the very strike itself, for 
“interference with men who work is equally a violation of law with 
ricting: i 

Thus, all the committee obtained from the governor was a lec- 
ture on violence. He had not a word to say about the murder of 
eleven Baltimore citizens by the militiamen. 

The following day, the strikers heard an even longer lecture by 
William Keyser, second vice-president of the B & O. Keyser ad- 
dressed the strikers at their meeting in Cross Street Institute, where 
they gathered to hear the company’s reply to their proposal for an 
“amicable settlement.” The reply, in the form of a letter to the strik- 
ers’ committee signed by John King, Jr., and William Keyser (the 
first and second vice-presidents), was couched in temperate lan- 
guage. The B & O stood fast by the 10 percent reduction in wages, 
describing it as having been “forced upon the company by the exi- 
gencies of the times, the great depression in business, and the se- 
vere competition of rival lines, and it cannot be changed.” But the 
company agreed to arrange matters so that all of its employees would 
be able “to obtain a full average month’s work, so that . . . you can 
earn more wages than you now receive.” Again, the company was 
willing to remedy the situation which subjected its trainmen to great 
inconvenience and expense because they were kept from their homes 
when trains were delayed on the road, by providing them with passes 
“which will enable the men to come to their homes and return to 
their trains, under proper restrictions.” This far the company was 
prepared to go, and no further; it expressed the hope that the strik- 
ers’ committee and the strikers themselves “will see the wisdom 
and justice of accepting promptly the company’s terms, and thus 
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the strike will end and work will be resumed.” 

Keyser’s tone in speaking to the strikers after the reading of the 
company’s letter was one of arrogance and contempt, in contrast 
with that of the written document. While the letter had indicated a 
desire that the men return to work, and said nothing about repris- 
als, Keyser denounced the strikers, saying they had been “the cause 
of this great disturbance, and will be rigidly held accountable for 
it.” The strikers, he declared, had stopped work, prevented others 
from working, and injured the company by whom they were em- 
ployed and the community and country in which they lived—all 
because of the order calling for a 10 percent cut in pay. However, 
Keyser went on, the president of the road had also had his pay cut 
10 percent—since the order applied to all whose pay exceeded one 
dollar a day—but he had not seen fit to act lawlessly and encourage 
others to do so. He had accepted the pay cut: 


You, however, a minority of less than ten per cent of the em- 
ployees, have seen fit to assume the attitude that you will neither 
accept the reduction or allow others to fill your places. 

The position is wholly untenable, and one which for a mo- 
ment could not be conceded. If it were, all discipline, all law, and 
all order would be sapped at their foundations, and the prin- 
ciple would be established that a small minority of men, discon- 
tented with their real or imaginary grievances, could assume the 
position that the great mass of their colleagues should be forced 
into compulsory idleness on their account. 


It is not necessary to comment on the ridiculous comparison 
between President Garrett’s pay and that of the strikers, but Keyser 
failed to clarify just how the demand to rescind the 10 percent pay 
would destroy “all discipline, all law, and all order,” when the com- 
pany was able to grant two of the other strikers’ demands—a full 
month’s work and the right to use passes—without such dire effects. 
Instead, Keyser devoted the remainder of his lecture to a tirade in 
which he held the B & O strikers responsible for having convulsed 
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the country and forced the state militias and federal troops into 
action, thereby compelling men to leave their “homes and their fami- 
lies, and from peaceful pursuits to shoulder their arms in order to 
protect the property of this company and the city from the lawless- 
ness your acts have engendered; worse than all this, you have aroused 
a spirit which, unless curbed and quelled, strikes at the very funda- 
mental root of the liberty and life of this country.” He continued 
with the timeworn argument used by employers from the days of 
the first labor strikers: 


The company asks no man to work if he is dissatisfied with 
his pay, and I say to you that if you can do better elsewhere or in 
any other vocation, it is an injustice to yourselves and to your 
families to remain longer in the service. ... 


However, should they think they could stay and force the com- 
pany to rescind the 10 percent wage cut, they would quickly find 
that they were beating their heads against a stone wall. And if they 
tried to achieve this goal by preventing the movement of the B & O’s 
trains, they would face the most serious consequences: “You may 
rest assured that the entire power of the State and the general gov- 
ernment will be exerted to maintain law and order.”*! 

It is a tribute to the strikers’ courage and militancy that, even in 
Keyser’s presence, not one striker advocated accepting the company’s 
proposition and all insisted that the men stand by their demands. A 
vote was taken and the company’s proposal was unanimously re- 
jected. Keyser then withdrew from the meeting, but upon leaving 
the hall he told reporters that what had just happened was of no 
importance. He had just returned from a visit to areas on the line in 
West Virginia and western Maryland, and the company, with the 
aid of the state militia and federal troops, was beginning to run 
both freight and passenger trains. The men could vote to stay out if 
they wished, but normal service would soon be restored since “the 
company has all the men it wants.” 


Keyser’s statement was basically true. Bonuses of fifty dollars had 
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been offered to men willing to run the trains, while any striker ap- 
proaching men on the trains was immediately arrested. To be sure, 
crowds of strikers and sympathizers along the B & O line fought 
bitterly, but they were helpless against soldiers who did not hesitate 
to fire into crowds. 

General William Getty, who took over command of the Second 
U.S. Artillery from General French,* carried through the process 
of crushing the strike. Starting at Cumberland, he deployed de- 
tachments of his men in every city along the main line, broke 
through the blockades, and forced strikers to surrender possession 
of the company’s property. It required three days of fighting to open 
the road between Keyser and Grafton. By August 1, after sixteen 
days on strike, the strikers began drifting back to work all along 
the line. The strike on the Baltimore & Ohio was over, and the 
press carried King’s announcement that the main line was open for 
traffic.*4 

Days before this, however, the strike on the B & O had been rel- 
egated to the inside pages of the nation’s newspapers by the startling 
events taking place in other cities. It was these events that Keyser 
had in mind when he told the Baltimore strikers that they were 
responsible for having “aroused a spirit” that “strikes at the very life 
of this country.” He had spelled it out: 


You have seen the results of the terrible riots at Pittsburgh 
and the enormous destruction of property, to be paid for by the 
already overburdened taxpayers; you have seen innocent men 
and women shot down in our own streets; you have seen riot 
and bloodshed in Chicago and Cincinnati, Reading and other 
prominent cities of the land. Is not this sufficient to cause you to 
pause and reflect before you go still further in this reckless ca- 
reer” 


The Martinsburg Statesman conceded that Keyser’s description 
of what was taking place in the fourth week in July was fairly accu- 
rate. But it differed with the B & O vice-president as to who was 
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responsible. In its opinion, the strike that had started on the Balti- 
more & Ohio Railroad and “become general throughout the coun- 
try,’ with such bloody repercussions, should teach “heartless and 
selfish railway corporations that there is a point in oppression be- 
yond which it is not safe to go.” 


The strike on the Pennsylvania 


and Philadelphia & Reading railroads 


Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, was the western terminus of the Pennsyl- 
vania Railroad’s main line, which began in Philadelphia, and the 
starting point for the company’s major branch lines—the Pittsburgh 
& Cleveland Railroad, the Pittsburgh, Fort Wayne & Chicago Rail- 
road and the “Pan Handle” Railroad, otherwise known as the Pitts- 
burgh, Cincinnati, Chicago & St. Louis line. In 1876, about eight 
million dollars’ worth of freight traffic passed through Pittsburgh, 
averaging slightly more than twenty thousand dollars per day. The 
Baltimore & Ohio and Erie companies had entrances into the city, 
but these were circuitous routes to the west; for all practical pur- 
poses, therefore, the Pennsylvania company held a monopoly over 
the city’s commerce. 

By 1877, hatred of the Pennsylvania Railroad had permeated all 
classes in Pittsburgh. A local physician observed that the city’s busi- 
nessmen “were bitter enemies of the road on account of the dis- 
crimination in freights that existed.” Thus, it was frequently cheaper 
for a Pittsburgh merchant to ship goods to California via Boston 
than to ship them directly, and cheaper for a Chicago merchant to 
ship goods to Philadelphia than to Pittsburgh, even though they 
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had to pass through Pittsburgh en route.’ 

The lot of the Pennsylvania Railroad’s workers was not much 
different from those on the B & O. To be sure, until June 1877 they 
had suffered only one wage cut, but they had been forced to tolerate 
an unusual amount of abuse. “Little under-officials treated us like 
dogs,” observed Robert Ammon, who felt that abuse was the pri- 
mary cause of the strike in Pittsburgh and Allegheny City. When a 
worker “signed up,” he had to agree to the following rules, among 
others: 


The regular compensation of employes covers all risk or li- 
ability to accident. 

If an employe is disabled by sickness or any other cause, the 
right to claim compensation is not recognized.* 


On top of this, the company refused to equip its freight trains 
with safety devices, and during the depression it made work on 
the main line more hazardous by doubling the size of its trains 
and reducing the number of men who worked on them. All west- 
bound freights and eastbound coal trains, for example, had been 
made doubleheaders. This not only meant more work and 
heightened danger, but it also meant that nearly half the con- 
ductors, flagmen, and brakemen would be discharged. The fol- 
lowing dialogue took place when a company official was asked 
how many men he was able to do without when he doubled up 
a train: 


A. If there were ten single trains and I doubled up, I saved 
five conductors and five flagmen and ten brakemen. 

Q. What became of those men? 

A. They were suspended. 

Q. But by suspension do you mean discharged, or do you 
mean suspension temporarily? 

A. They were given to understand that there was no more 
work.* 
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On July 16, Robert Pitcairn, general superintendent of the Penn- 
sylvania’s western division, posted a notice saying that beginning 
Thursday, July 19, all eastbound trains going as far as Altoona would 
henceforth be doubleheaders. Since all eastbound coal trains had 
long been doubleheaders, the order did not require much of a change 
in the workers’ schedules. Pitcairn probably felt that it would hardly 
make any difference, and would only result in the usual amount of 
grumbling. (“The men were always complaining about something,” 
he later said.) In the end, he felt, everything would go smoothly and 
he would be congratulated for having saved the Pennsylvania the 
wages of the brakemen, flagmen, and conductors who would soon 
be dismissed because of the laborsaving device. 

But coming as it did so soon after the most recent reduction in 
wages, and on the day that the B & O workers quit their jobs, the no- 
tice was too much for the men to tolerate. As Ammon observed later: 
“,.. It was the wrong time to put on the double-headers just follow- 
ing the strike at Martinsburg. That just started the whole thing.” 

In the early morning of July 19, freight trains left Pittsburgh as 
doubleheaders, but at 8:40 a.m. two brakemen and one flagman 
refused to go out on a doubleheader, and the train did not leave. 
The conductor notified the dispatcher that the men had struck, but 
when the dispatcher tried to find other men who would go out, all 
the trainmen refused. The dispatcher then tried to make up crews 
from the yard men, but the strikers prevented the engine from be- 
ing coupled. 

At this point, the strikers began using the same tactics developed 
on the Baltimore & Ohio. They took control of the switches over 
which the trains would have to move, and refused to let any of them 
pass out. Meanwhile, large groups of men, including striking min- 
ers from Wilkensburg and unemployed workers from Pittsburgh, 
assembled on the tracks and prevented the movement of freight 
trains, allowing only passenger and mail trains to pass. One or two 
attempts were made to start freight trains, but when an engine be- 
gan moving, some of the crowd would step in front of it, swinging 
their hands, and the engineer would leave. When one engineer ap- 
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peared to persist, he was told that he had “better not go... that 
they did not want to hurt him but would not let him through.” He 
left the engine. When a company man warned a striker that he would 
regret what he was doing, the reply came: “It is a question of bread 
or blood, and if I go to the penitentiary I can get bread and water, 
and that is about all I can get now.” 

Pitcairn, having heard no complaints about his doubleheader 
order, had left Pittsburgh for Philadelphia two hours before the strike 
began, leaving his assistant, David Watt, in charge. When news of 
the strike reached Watt, he went to see Pittsburgh’s mayor, William 
McCarthy, and asked him if he would come to the station with ten 
constables and speak to the strikers. McCarthy argued that since a 
recent lack of funds had forced the city to reduce its police force to 
eleven men, only nine of whom worked during the daytime, he could 
not spare them. As for going to the station himself, the mayor ex- 
plained that he could not see that a disturbance requiring only ten 
men also required “the city to go there in the person of the mayor.” 
However, in the end, McCarthy instructed Detective Charles Mc- 
Govern to ask for volunteers and to accompany Watt to the station. 
After considerable difficulty, ten men were secured and left with 
Watt and McGovern.‘ 

When they got to Twenty-eighth Street, they found the strikers 
in possession of the main yard switch, and after a run-in with a 
striker, Watt was struck in the eye. The striker was arrested and taken 
to the Twelfth Ward’s police station. Watt wired Mayor McCarthy 
for fifty more policemen, but only six or seven arrived. Leaving Mc- 
Govern in charge at Twenty-eighth Street, Watt went to the com- 
pany’s stock yards at Torrens, accompanied by his assistant, David 
Garrett. There they found that the strikers would not permit a loaded 
cattle train to leave, and after failing to persuade them they got the 
train out by trickery. That was the last train to leave Pittsburgh for 
over a week.’ 

Watt tried to get more police assigned, but he learned that the 
mayor had left town to visit his sick wife, and that nobody else would 
act with authority in his absence. He was advised to go to the sher- 


Strike on the Pennsylvania 69 


iff. A little after midnight, by which time the crowd numbered about 
five hundred, Hugh M. Fife, sheriff of Allegheny County, spurred 
into action by the company, urged the strikers and their sympa- 
thizers to disperse and go to their homes. The sheriff, in turn, was 
told to go to his home, and that no freight trains would leave until 
the difficulty with the company was settled. Sheriff Fife thereupon 
threw up his hands and withdrew.’ 

By the next morning, more than nine hundred loaded cars stood 
idle. The strike was completely effective, and, although large crowds 
of unemployed workers and curious onlookers roamed the streets, 
order prevailed. A mass meeting of the Trainmen’s Union (which 
had sprung to life again) was attended by representatives of each 
class of railroad workers—engineers (who, although at first in sym- 
pathy with the strike, had up to then been unwilling to join for fear 
of being dismissed), firemen, conductors, and brakemen. Resolu- 
tions were unanimously adopted, and a committee consisting of 
five members, one from each branch, was elected to present them 
to the company. The resolutions affirmed the strikers’ determina- 
tion not to go back to work until the wage reduction was rescinded, 
the doubleheader edict withdrawn, the new classification system 
abolished, and all strikers reemployed. After interviewing the men 
as they left Phoenix Hall, a reporter for the National Labor Tribune, 
published in Pittsburgh, wrote: “These men merely want to live— 
and do not want their wives and little ones to starve, which they 
must certainly do if they are compelled to accept the terms of the 
company and go to work.” 

“There is no disguising the matter. The people of this city sym- 
pathize with the strikers. They are incensed beyond measure with 
the cold, corrupt legislation which has fostered the colder and more 
corrupt organization known as the Pennsylvania Railroad.” This 
observation by the Pittsburgh Critic was later endorsed by a legisla- 
tive committee that investigated the strike. “A large portion of the 
people,” the committee pointed out, “also believed that the railroad 
company was not dealing fairly by its men in making the last re- 
duction in wages, and the tradesmen with whom the trainmen dealt 
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also had a direct sympathy with the men in this reduction, for its 
results would affect their pockets.” The committee continued: 


The workers in the different mills, manufacturers, mines, and 
other industries in Pittsburgh and vicinity, were also strongly in 
sympathy with the railroad strikers, considering the cause of the 
railroad men their cause, as their wages had also been reduced 
for the same causes as were those of the railroad men, and they 
were not only willing but anxious to make a common fight against 
the corporations. 


On Friday, July 20, the committee appointed at the Trainmen’s 
Union’s mass meeting met Alexander Cassatt and Robert Pitcairn, 
representing the company, and presented them with the strikers’ 
demands. Cassatt, the third vice-president of the company, inter- 
preted the document as an attempt on the part of the strikers to 
usurp control of the railroad. “They proposed taking the road out 
of our hands,” he later said, horrified over the memory of the in- 
cident. Pitcairn was equally shocked. “I told them I could not 
possibly send such a paper to Mr. Scott,” he recollected. “It was ev- 
erything. ... I have got the paper. ... There are about four, or five, 
or six demands.”'® 

An attempt was made by some of Pittsburgh’s leading citizens to 
induce the company to at least make a counteroffer so that a com- 
promise might be worked out, but the railroad officials would not 
even listen. The workers had taken the law into their own hands, 
they insisted, and it was up to the authorities to uphold the law. 
That was the long and short of it.'! 

Clearly, the Pennsylvania’s management was growing impatient. 
Sensing that the people of Pittsburgh did indeed support the strik- 
ers they began to maneuver for outside help. After Sheriff Fife’s per- 
functory and futile call to the crowd to disperse, John Scott, the 
general solicitor of the Pennsylvania, drew up a telegram which the 
sheriff signed, and which was sent to Adjutant General James W. 
Latta. (Governor John F. Hartranft was junketing in far-off Wyo- 
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ming Territory at railroad expense, and had given his adjutant gen- 
eral explicit instructions that if any disturbance occurred during 
his absence, he was to assume the powers ordinarily vested in the 
office of the state’s chief executive.) After going on at some length 
about “intimidation” and “violence,” and “molesting and obstruct- 
ing, Sheriff Fife’s wire (composed by Scott) concluded: 


As the sheriff of the county, I have endeavored to suppress 
the riot, and have not adequate means at my command to do so, 
and I, therefore, request you to exercise your authority in calling 
out the military to suppress the same. 


Latta immediately ordered General A.J. Pearson to call out one 
regiment of the Sixth Division located in Pittsburgh. Pearson was 
able to muster only 250 of his 326 men, but fearing that the major- 
ity of these militiamen sympathized with the strikers, he telegraphed 
Latta warning of this danger, and suggested that troops from Phila- 
delphia be dispatched to Pittsburgh. The latter, in the governor’s 
name, at once telegraphed Major General Brinton, commanding 
the First Division of the National Guard in Philadelphia, to prepare 
his command to move to Pittsburgh. At two o’clock in the morning 
of July 21, six hundred militiamen left Philadelphia for Pittsburgh, 
stopping off in Harrisburg for two Gatling guns and ammunition.” 

Company officials were overjoyed. Tom Scott boasted that he 
would settle “this business with Philadelphia troops.” He was confi- 
dent that the militiamen, fresh from the influence of the banking 
and mercantile center, would not fraternize with the “mob.” 

“The insane policy of calling Philadelphia troops to quell do- 
mestic quarrel is reprehensible beyond degree,” a Pittsburgh paper 
commented.'* But even this was an understatement. The folly of 
using any troops in such a volatile situation was only compounded 
by the request for militia troops from Philadelphia. The animosity 
that existed between Pennsylvania’s two major cities was hardly a 
secret, and Pittsburghers felt many grievances against Philadelphia, 
not the least of which was the fact that the home office of the Penn- 
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sylvania Railroad was located there." Their anger was further 
aroused by reports that en route to their city, the militiamen had 
boasted that they were going to clean up the workingmen’s town. 
Even the Army Journal admitted that the Philadelphians were spoil- 
ing for a fight." 

Saturday, July 21, a day long to be remembered by Pittsburghers, 
dawned bright and beautiful. The strikers had remained stationed 
along the line during the entire night. Early the next morning, they 
were joined by rolling-mill men, mechanics, the unemployed, and 
women and children. Regiments of the Pittsburgh militia were sta- 
tioned near the strikers and their sympathizers. The soldiers joked 
and fraternized with the crowd. Most of the time their arms were 
stacked. The strikers let them know that they would resist any at- 
tempt to start a freight train out under the doubleheader order. 

It was the custom for the different mills and shops in Pittsburgh 
and its vicinity to shut down at about noon on Saturday. Fearing 
that the sudden increase in the crowd following such shutdowns 
would create complications, several Pittsburgh manufacturers ap- 
proached Vice-President Cassatt and urged him not to attempt to 
open the road that afternoon, but rather to wait until Monday af- 
ternoon, when the mills would be operating. They pointed out that 
it was natural that the local militia “should sympathize with the 
strikers” and therefore could not be depended upon in case of a 
riot. To call in the Philadelphia troops under these circumstances, 
they insisted, was fraught with the utmost danger. 

But Cassatt refused to delay. The company, he said, had already 
lost a great deal of time, and it was the duty of the government to 
open the road regardless of the consequences." 

Following this conversation, a meeting of the strikers was orga- 
nized. Dr. E. Donnelly, the main speaker, urged the strikers to be 
prudent in their reaction to the troops from Philadelphia, and not 
to resort to violence: 


They are not, you may say, your brothers. ... These men will 
come here strangers to you, and they will come here regarding 
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you as we regarded the rebels during the rebellion, and there will 
be no friendly feeling between you and them. For this reason, I 
implore you, for God’s sake, to stand back when they arrive... . I 
have been informed by the men who are leading the strike that 
they will exercise the greatest caution and forbearance when the 
soldiers arrive, and I entreat you to stand back and let them man- 
age the thing in their own way. 


The speech was greeted with cheers, and before the meeting ad- 
journed, the strikers adopted resolutions assuring the community 
that no effort would be made to interfere with passenger traffic or 
the U.S. mail trains; that a full crew of men would be furnished, 
free of charge, to move all city freight then in the yards that was 
intended for Pittsburgh firms, but that, under no circumstances, 
would through freight be allowed to be moved “until we are al- 
lowed sufficient wages for our labor to keep our families from ac- 
tual want.” The final resolution expressed appreciation for “the sym- 
pathy so fully tendered us by the public at large.”'® 

At about one o'clock in the afternoon of July 21, a passenger 
train arrived at the Pittsburgh Union Depot. From six cars, uni- 
formed Philadelphians emerged, armed and equipped with blan- 
kets. An hour later, another train arrived with several hundred more 
Philadelphians. The six hundred soldiers were furnished with re- 
freshments at the depot; and when news came that the railroad offi- 
cials wanted to send out a freight train immediately, the order was 
given for the Philadelphia troops to occupy those positions at which 
the most resistance was likely to come from the strikers and their 
sympathizers. 

The news of the troop’s arrival brought a vast assemblage of men, 
women, and children to the Outer Depot, where the freight trains 
lay idle. The crowd was quiet and orderly. At five o'clock in the 
afternoon, cries of “There they come!” arose. All eyes were turned 
toward the Union Depot. In the distance was seen a solid column 
of soldiers, marching steadily toward the Outer Depot, their bayo- 
nets glistening in the sun. At the head of the soldiers were Superin- 
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tendent Pitcairn of the Pennsylvania Railroad, Sheriff Fife, and a 
posse of constables and police officers. The sheriff, the constables, 
and the police were accompanying the troops to arrest the strike 
leaders on a warrant issued by Judge Ewing at the request of solici- 
tors for the Pennsylvania Railroad. The unnamed ringleaders were 
charged with riot. 

As the troops approached the Outer Depot, the silence was bro- 
ken by a storm of hisses, hoots, and yells. The women led the hissing 
and urged the men to outdo them in jeering at the Philadelphians. 
As the soldiers began pushing the crowd back so as to clear the 
tracks, the cries and yells grew louder and fiercer. Regiments of the 
local militia mingled with the crowd, and a number of its members 
urged the Philadelphians to “take it easy.” Several strikers joined 
the refrain, and one shouted, “You sympathize with our cause, and 
you wouldn’t shoot a workingman!” 

At that very moment, an order was issued to the Philadelphia 
“Dark Blues” to charge with fixed bayonets. The soldiers responded, 
and several people were stabbed. When the crowd saw the blood 
trickling from these men, an angry roar arose. At this point, several 
boys let loose a volley of stones at the soldiers. 

The command “Fire!” rang out, and immediately the troops be- 
gan firing directly into the crowd. The panic-stricken men, women, 
and children, trapped and unarmed, surged in all directions, and 
several fell. The reporter for the Pittsburgh Post wrote: 


Women and children rushed frantically about, some seeking 
safety, others calling for friends and relatives. Strong men halted 
with fear, and trembling with excitement, rushed madly to and 
fro, tramping upon the killed and wounded as well as upon those 
who had dropped to mother earth to escape injury and death. 


Bodies dripping with blood and writhing in agony were lifted 
off the ground and carried to undertakers’ establishments, to phy- 
sicians’ offices, and to private residences. The members of the local 
militia, who had watched the shooting into the crowd with horror, 
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had to be restrained from firing on the soldiers from Philadelphia. 
But in their fury, they tore off their uniforms and left them on the 
ground.” 

Within a few minutes, at least twenty were dead (including one 
member of Pittsburgh’s Sixth Division) and twenty-nine maimed 
or wounded by the Philadelphia citizen-soldiers. The dead included 
a woman and three small children. A grand jury investigation termed 
the action of the troops “an unauthorized, willful and wanton kill- 
ing ... which the inquest can call by no other name than murder? 

Even before the full casualty list was known, the headlines in the 
Pittsburgh Sunday Globe Extra screamed: 


FIRST BLOOD 
Seventeen Citizens Shot in Cold Blood by the 
Roughs of Philadelphia. 
The Lexington of the Labor Conflict At Hand. 
The Slaughter of the Innocents.” 


As the word of the massacre spread through the city, thousands 
of workers from the rolling mills, coal mines, and factories hurried 
to the scene of the killings. The angry crowds forced the Philadel- 
phians to retreat to the roundhouse, where a siege began. Within 
fifteen minutes, the crowd had broken every window in the build- 
ing. Only a last-minute decision prevented the soldiers from re- 
sponding with the Gatling guns. A wagon bringing food for the 
soldiers was seized by the crowd. 

With the Sixth Division practically disbanded, the police nowhere 
to be found, and the Philadelphia militiamen besieged in the round- 
house, the crowd had full control of the city. The aroused citizenry, 
determined to avenge the murders, put the railroad’s property to 
the torch. The fire alarms were cut, but an alarm was somehow sent 
in. The first department responded, but upon arriving within a block 
of the fire, the engines were stopped by the crowd. Meanwhile, the 
striking of the alarms was a signal for thousands of additional people 
from all parts of the city to proceed to the scene of the blaze.” 
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The fire continued to spread until “it looked as if half the city 
would be burned.” Every car on the track between the round- 
house and Twenty-third Street was destroyed. Before this, however, 
men, women, and children broke into the cars and carried off ev- 
erything they could get their hands on. An onlooker wrote later: 


People were hurrying up the hill [overlooking the railroad 
tracks] with all kinds of shipping cases, webs of cloth, silk, 
brooms, hams, bacon, umbrellas, liquor of every kind, in fact 
every conceivable kind of portable merchandise. .. . 

Many women were carrying flour in their aprons and any- 
thing else they could get hold of that might be useful or that they 
thought had a value.” 


In its report, the state legislative committee stressed the role of 
the women in urging “the mob to resistance,” and pointed out that 
“during Saturday night and Sunday, they [the women] brought tea 
and coffee to the men engaged in the destruction of property and 
were the most active in carrying away goods taken from the cars.” 
What the report failed to mention was that in the testimony it took, 
the fact was emphasized that if the goods had not been taken, they 
would have been destroyed by fire.” 

On Sunday afternoon, as the fires were raging, a mass meeting of 
citizens was hastily called, and a committee of five appointed to 
confer with the state, county, and city authorities, the strikers and 
other workingmen, and the Pennsylvania Railroad officials “to se- 
cure the protection of property from wanton destruction, and an 
arrangement of the difficulties between the company and the strik- 
ing employees.” In taking this action, however, the meeting pledged 
the citizens’ “faith to the working men that we have no purpose to 
facilitate the introduction of an armed force, but look solely to the 
protection of the rights of all by amicable means.” 

Immediately after the meeting adjourned, Bishop Tuigg, a mem- 
ber of the committee of five, hurried to the scene of destruction. 
Standing on a steaming locomotive, with his face blackened with 
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the smoke and soot of the fire, he pleaded with all in the crowd, and 
especially those who were Catholics, to return to their homes. There 
had been faults on both sides, he maintained, and it was not his 
intention or that of the committee he represented “to condemn 
this party and uphold that.” A voice interrupted: “What did the 
Philadelphia soldiers begin shooting for, and why did they kill in- 
nocent women and children?” Bishop Tuigg had no answer, but he 
assured the crowd that “on the authority of the citizens whom I 
represent, your wages will be raised to the old standard. I know that 
the citizens will do everything in their power to get back your wages.” 
This brought applause and shouts of “That’s all we want!” “Give us 
a chance to live!” But when Bishop Tuigg asked the crowd to dis- 
perse and give his committee twenty-four hours to consult with the 
railroad company, the crowd lost patience and resumed its destruc- 
tion of railroad property.” 

The fire extended through the freight cars for three miles to the 
city’s limits. It enveloped 39 buildings of the Pennsylvania Railroad 
Company, 104 engines, 46 passenger cars, and over 1,200 freight 
cars. All of the buildings extending from Union Depot to Twenty- 
eighth Street that lay between Liberty Street and Penn Avenue were 
burned, as were all of the buildings in the vicinity of the Union 
Depot. The depot was ignited at about three o’clock, and the fire 
crackled for an hour and a half before the building was entirely 
consumed. At around five o’clock, the flames began lapping at a 
great grain elevator which stood beside Union Depot. It was 150 
feet high and 80 feet square and took three hours to burn. The fire 
department was not permitted to throw a drop of water on it, al- 
though it was permitted to save the private property across the street. 

With nothing left to burn, the rioters started to trickle home. 
Subsequently, the Pennsylvania filed claims against Allegheny Coun- 
ty for destruction totalling $4.1 million, and was awarded almost 
$3 million.” 

The Philadelphia soldiers spent Saturday night in the roundhouse 
and the adjoining depot, supperless. But food was the least of the 
soldiers’ worries. At midnight, cars with burning coal and petro- 
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leum were run down the track and against the sand house, a large 
building near the roundhouse, which was soon in flames. However, 
the roundhouse was saved when the soldiers used a hose belonging 
to the railroad company. 

At about six o’clock the next morning, the smoke from the burn- 
ing railroad cars seeped into the roundhouse and began to choke 
the men inside. An hour and a half later, the soldiers left the round- 
house, marching in a column of fours down Penn Avenue. As they 
marched along, they were followed by an infuriated crowd. Arms 
and ammunition shops were raided, and the soldiers were fired upon 
from street corners, alleyways, windows, and housetops. The Phila- 
delphians returned the fire, and in the ensuing skirmish some twenty 
more Pittsburghers were killed, along with two or three of the sol- 
diers, while an uncounted number of citizens and several soldiers 
were wounded. 

When the Philadelphians reached the United States Arsenal, they 
were refused admission by its commandant, Major Buffington, on 
the ground that to do so would bring the wrath of the crowd down 
upon him. From there, and after leaving their wounded in the arse- 
nal, the soldiers marched over the bridge and finally reached Clare- 
mont, where the command bivouacked and remained until they 
were ordered by Adjutant General Latta to return to Philadelphia.”* 

The events in Pittsburgh plunged the country into a frenzy of 
hysteria. “Madness rules the hour,” screamed the Missouri Republi- 
can. “Nothing in the history of this country shows so extensive and 
continuous a reign of anarchy.” “We are now in the presence of a 
great danger,’ warned the Washington (D.C.) National Republican, 
“which threatens to overthrow all law and social order, and, if not 
checked, to destroy our civilization itself, and plunge the country 
into Barbarism.” The Chicago Inter-Ocean called the events in Pitts- 
burgh “America’s First Great Revolution”; the most the New York 
Times could bring itself to say was: “God help us, if these are the 
rewards of freedom.” 

Sobered by the carnage, Pittsburgh itself settled down. Order was 
restored by organized patrols of strikers and citizen volunteers. On 
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Monday morning, July 23, the Fourteenth and Nineteenth regiments 
were recalled to duty. 

Meanwhile, the strike not only continued but spread to other 
industries. The employees of the National Tube Works joined the 
railroad workers, and, in a marching brigade, closed down all the 
mills in the area, including the huge Edgar Thomson Steel Works. 
Thousands of iron and steel workers and coal miners, as well as 
railroad workers, were now out in a giant strike.” 

On Monday evening, July 23, the railroad strikers issued a state- 
ment placing “responsibility” for the destruction of the previous 
two days squarely on the shoulders of Thomas A. Scott for having 
refused to negotiate with the men and thereby avoid the terrible 
tragedy: 


For the disorder, the outrages, the murders, the incendiar- 
ism, the awful responsibility rests alone upon the officials of the 
Pennsylvania Company... . 

We wish the public to distinctly understand that before and 
since the destruction of property and loss of life, we have done 
our part seeking a conference to settle the differences between us 
and the company, but we have not been deemed worthy of an 
answer from the officers of the P.R.R. Company.’! 


The strikers’ request for a meeting with company officials to settle 
the dispute received wide support in Pittsburgh. James P. Barr, the 
editor of the Pittsburgh Post, not only published a lead editorial 
entitled “Why Not Arbitration?” pleading with the Pennsylvania’s 
management to submit the issues to “arbitration at once,” but ap- 
pealed personally to Colonel Scott in Philadelphia 


_.. to agree to a board of arbitration to present a compromise, 
which will relieve you and labor without disturbing the rights or 
grievances of either. . . . You have it in your power to restore peace 
and preserve society. . . . I implore you not to assume the ground 
that the military can settle anything but defiance of law. Have 
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this compromise effected at once, and the country will owe you a 
debt of gratitude. 


But Scott was convinced that the “military” would “settle” the 
strike in the interest of the corporation, and he rejected the plea.” 

Small wonder, then, that with all the destruction and increasing 
shortages, community sympathy still remained with the strikers. “I 
don’t think they [the citizens of Pittsburgh] cared much for the 
Pennsylvania Railroad Company, even if it was burned up,’ Robert 
Ammon explained later.” 

For three days, young Ammon was in complete control of Al- 
legheny City—the important railway center on the Pennsylvania 
line, just across the river from Pittsburgh—which was the termi- 
nus of the Pittsburgh, Fort Wayne & Chicago, the Allegheny Valley, 
the Pan Handle, and the Connelsville division of the Baltimore & 
Ohio. The strikers at Allegheny City, all members of the Trainmen’s 
Union, accepted Ammon’s leadership and agreed to follow his ad- 
vice to use no violence to prevent trains from running, and to let 
the freight trains go through if the company could get scabs to run 
them. Since the Pennsylvania Railroad was unable to find such men, 
the strikers’ willingness to let the freight trains through was never 
tested. 

Ammon told Mayor O. Phillips that the strikers would try to 
protect company property, and in return the mayor promised that 
as long as the situation remained peaceful, no troops would be sum- 
moned. The strikers stopped over ten miles of freight trains, orga- 
nized regular shifts to guard them, requested that all saloons be 
closed, and worked in close cooperation with city authorities. When 
a rumor spread that a Pittsburgh mob was coming to destroy the 
railroad property, engineers took the engines out of the roundhouse, 
and the ten miles of cars were hauled out from the city and stowed 
away on side tracks until the strikes were over. 

Then the strikers heard that the Seventh Division of the Penn- 
sylvania Guard had been summoned to Allegheny City. Consider- 
ing this a violation of the agreement with the mayor, Ammon and 
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the strikers’ committee prepared an appropriate reception. The ten 
miles of freight cars were moved further away, so as to be out of the 
line of fire; citizens were warned to stay home; the strikers equipped 
themselves with guns and brickbats, dug trenches, and threw up 
barriers a mile in front of the city, planted two guns at either side of 
the road, and settled down to wait. Every passenger train was 
stopped; a number of strikers went on board, and after being satis- 
fied that there were no military among the passengers, allowed it to 
proceed. 

Late Saturday night, July 21, Ammon received news that the state- 
wide traffic tie-up had prevented the soldiers from coming. He there- 
upon instructed his men to abandon their positions and go back to 
guarding the freight trains. 

On Sunday afternoon, July 22, Ammon took control of the dis- 
patcher’s office of the Fort Wayne and personally conducted the 
company’s passenger traffic until the following Tuesday. On Mon- 
day, he worked in close cooperation with the company’s officials, 
particularly its general manager, J.D. Layng, and also with Mayor 
Phillips, who sent him twenty-five constables to help guard the 
freight cars. When he heard that Governor Hartranft was coming 
to Allegheny City on his return from his western tour, he wired 
ahead to welcome him and to assure him of safe passage. Upon the 
governor’s arrival on Tuesday, July 24, Ammon told the strikers to 
bring the freight cars back and turn the railroad over to its officers. 
Later that night, he urged the strikers to return to work and leave it 
to the railroad to settle their grievances. 

It was at this point that “Boss” Ammon met his first opposition. 
Several strikers objected to his proposal to call off the strike, and 
when he persisted in his stand, he was hissed and shouted down. 
Infuriated, Ammon resigned his leadership and went home. But he 
had succeeded in antagonizing Chief of Police W.D. Ross, who was 
jealous of his managerial ability; he was arrested on July 30, but 
never brought to trial. As the Pennsylvania legislative committee 
commented: “Thus fell from his position of boss the man who, with 
only eleven months’ experience as a brakeman, for four or five days 


82 THE GREAT LABOR UPRISING OF 1877 


successfully ran one division of a great railroad.” 

After Ammon’s withdrawal, the strike continued in full force in 
Allegheny City and was even extended to the workers in the ma- 
chine and carpentry shops. The strikers remained cool and firm, 
maintaining excellent order and continuing to protect the company’s 
property. Some remained on guard for forty-eight hours at a stretch 
to prevent looting. While no freight trains left the city, mail and 
passenger trains were dispatched.” 

Meanwhile, the strike had spread through Pennsylvania into ev- 
ery major laboring town in the state. On July 22, brakemen and 
firemen in Philadelphia, the headquarters of the Pennsylvania Rail- 
road, left their posts and asked the officers of the company to halt 
all freight traffic. Tom Scott, aware that he could not continue op- 
erations (the engineers left their trains and went home), prudently 
agreed. In the city itself, business came almost to a standstill, since 
no one could hope to ship or receive any supplies by rail. Soon the 
main line of the Pennsylvania Railroad, which ran from Philadel- 
phia to Pittsburgh, was completely paralyzed, and elsewhere, too, 
company officials were unable to move any trains. In Altoona, the 
classic railroad town and the first stop on the Pennsylvania’s main 
line going east from Pittsburgh, workers and sympathizers ranged 
throughout the city. When two militia trains attempted to pass 
through to Pittsburgh, they were attacked by the crowds. One de- 
tachment of troops surrendered and, after being fed by their cap- 
tors, agreed to return home to Philadelphia. On their way home 
from Altoona, some of the militia were “recaptured” in Harrisburg, 
wined, dined, and sent on their way.*° 

In the nervous capital city of Harrisburg itself, Sheriff W.W. 
Jennings demonstrated restraint and intelligence in dealing with 
the inevitable large crowds that surrounded railroad property, and 
bloodshed was avoided.” In Erie, Pennsylvania, a large group of 
passengers, marooned by the strike, signed a statement denounc- 
ing the railroad company and praising its employees for their cour- 
tesy and kindness. (The strikers had even paid the hotel expenses 
for some of the travelers.) It was from Erie, too, that a “Committee 
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of Firemen, Brakemen & Citizens” wired President Hayes on July 
24 that the Lake Shore Railroad had refused to allow mail to move. 
“We would be pleased,” they informed the president, “if you would 
in some way direct them to proceed with mails and also passen- 
serse™* 

In practically every town and city of Pennsylvania where the pres- 
ence of the railroad was felt (except in Philadelphia, where the mayor 
banned all meetings), there were public gatherings in support of 
the strikers. Most ended without any violence. But in some com- 
munities across the state, the repressive force of the railroad com- 
panies and their allies in government was brought into play. In 
Johnstown, where troops were stoned, several workers were shot. It 
was in Reading, however, that the next great tragedy in Pennsylva- 
nia took place. 

That city’s income was derived principally from the Philadel- 
phia & Reading Iron & Coal Company, which, in turn, depended 
upon the Philadelphia & Reading Railroad. Both of these enter- 
prises were under the leadership of Franklin B. Gowen, who had 
become their president in 1868. As we have seen, Gowen had just 
recently made even more bitter enemies of the city’s workers by 
forcing his men to choose between the Brotherhood of Locomotive 
Engineers and his company, and by personally securing the hang- 
ing of ten “Molly Maguires” in nearby Mauch Chunk. A month 
after the executions, many of his three hundred former engineers, 
who had chosen to remain with their union, still lingered around 
Reading, blacklisted and embittered. The Irish Catholic miners of 
Reading nursed a deep resentment against the man who had crushed 
their union and railroaded their comrades to their death. 

Their feeling was shared by many Reading workers, and was ex- 
pressed in the words of a song which spread through the city: 


There’s an army of strikers, 
Determined you'll see, 
Who will fight corporations 
Till the country is free.” 
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On July 22, 1877, the Daily Eagle, Reading’s leading paper, noted 
that “popular sympathy” in the city was with the strikers in every 
railroad center, who had had their wages repeatedly reduced until 
their pay merely covered the bare necessities of life: 


The last turn of the screw cut into the live flesh, and they 
rebelled against the extortions and tyranny of the corporations 
which used their enormous capital for their own ends, regard- 
less of the rights and suffering of the working people. 


It was the railroad corporations, the paper pointed out, that had 
struck the first blow, and the strikers were fighting back against tre- 
mendous odds: 


The corporations have got a terrible advantage over their la- 
borers in times like these. Labor is the underdog. The corpora- 
tions can dictate their own terms, adopt what rules they please, 
pay just such wages as they see fit to allow, and the poor laborer 
can either accept what is graciously given or suffer the conse- 
quences which is virtually starvation. The corporations have the 
law on their side. They own the Legislatures. They retain the ablest 
lawyers. They control most of the newspapers and manufacture 
public opinion. And if the laborers protest in the only way that is 
left to them to assert their manhood, and contend for the rights 
of human nature and American citizenship, they are branded as 
rioters, met by force of arms, provoked to violence, and then 


shot dead. 


Little did the Eagle realize that it was predicting precisely what 
would soon happen in Reading. When the news from Pittsburgh 
reached them, the workers of the city, long restive under the grip 
of Gowen’s Philadelphia & Reading Railroad, spontaneously seized 
the railroad property. The company immediately moved to deal with 
the situation by calling for the militia. Just as promptly, the Reading 
Rifles made it clear that, while they would report for duty, “if or- 
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dered to fire, they will lay down their arms; that they are working- 
men and do not desire to kill other workingmen.””” 

The company then called on Major General William J. Boston, 
who commanded the Second Division of Pennsylvania’s National 
Guard. Boston at once sent one of his trusted aides, Brigadier Gen- 
eral Frank Reeder, to Reading with the Fourth and Sixteenth regi- 
ments. The result was reported by the grief-stricken editor of the 
Reading Daily Eagle: 


The EAGLE has never been called upon to chronicle a more 
horrible slaughter of its peaceful and law-abiding citizens as it is 
its duty to-day. In the very heart of the city shortly after eight 
o'clock last night, took place one of the most terrible butcheries 
that has ever disgraced the pages of Reading’s local history. 
The pavements, sidewalks and streets in the vicinity of 7th and 
Penn Streets, were literally baptized in blood; neighboring drug 
stores were for the time transformed into hospitals and oper- 
ating rooms, and the dead and dying were carried home to 
their families they had left in health and strength but a short 
time before. It was the old story of military interference and 
military blunder over again, blunder whose absolute law is and 
has been for all time that the innocent are shot and the guilty 
escape.” 


Night had settled upon the city when the militiamen marched in 
from the depot and proceeded to Seventh and Penn streets, where 
thousands of men, women, and children had gathered to witness 
the blockading of the tracks by the strikers. A few young men threw 
bricks and stones as the soldiers marched along. Suddenly, and with- 
out any warning whatsoever, the troops fired volley after volley in 
quick succession into the assemblage of men, women, and chil- 
dren. At first, it was thought that the volleys were blank cartridges 
fired in the air, but when several fell seriously wounded, panic en- 
sued. Men, women, and children ran for their lives. All along Sev- 
enth Street, people were sitting at their doors and windows enjoy- 
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ing the cool air of the evening. They leaped up and disappeared, 
closing doors and windows after them. At Seventh and Penn streets, 
a large force of policemen was on duty and had succeeded in keep- 
ing the pavements and sidewalks clear. Before they could grasp what 
was happening, five of their number were shot and seriously 
wounded. 

The military fired up and down Seventh Street and up and down 
Penn Street. Men dropped like flies. Rifle balls penetrated the large 
plate glass windows of business houses, and some of the store fronts 
were riddled. In all, ten Reading citizens were killed and forty 
wounded!” 

“The shooting down of quiet, inoffensive citizens at Seventh and 
Penn Streets, and the wounding of good citizens who were stand- 
ing in the doors of their residences by the militia is little better than 
cold-blooded murder,” the Daily Eagle cried out in fury. The entire 
city agreed, and was even more enraged by the testimony of Sheriff 
R. Yorgey that he had never been called upon by any officer, “either 
civil or military . . . in reference to quelling the disturbance”; that 
he had had “no notice whatever that any troops were coming that 
night; ... had no information of the troops being in the city, and 
knew nothing of their presence until I heard the firing”: “I was never 
consulted in reference to the military at all”® In short, Franklin P. 
Gowen and other officials of the Philadelphia & Reading had sim- 
ply ignored the civil authorities and moved to deal with the situa- 
tion themselves. Clearly, the company considered itself to be the 
real authority in Reading. 

On July 28, Gowen informed Sheriff Yorgey that Major General 
Hancock was sending United States troops to Reading and that if 
the sheriff cooperated, he was certain they would “be able to keep 
the peace.”* It was true, for only federal troops were able to restore 
order to the troubled city. The fires that had been started as an an- 
swer to the shooting of innocent citizens were extinguished, and 
the uprising in Reading began to subside.“ 

The same pattern was unfolding elsewhere in the state. Railroad 
officials stubbornly refused to arbitrate and placed all their depen- 


Strike on the Pennsylvania 87 


dence on the federal and state authorities to break the strike. Fed- 
eral officials were keeping in touch with local and state officials 
throughout the nation through the U.S. Signal Service. In Wash- 
ington, at the Soldiers’ Home (once the favorite summer retreat of 
Abraham Lincoln), President Hayes was receiving regular reports, 
including those from Governor Hartranft urging him to use U.S. 
troops to restore order in Pennsylvania. 

Pennsylvania's first call for federal help came on July 22 in a wire 
from Harrisburg sent in Hartranft’s name by Adjutant General James 
W. Latta and Matthew S. Quay, secretary of the commonwealth. 
(The governor, it will be recalled, was vacationing in Wyoming Ter- 
ritory and had delegated to Latta the power to act in his name to 
quell any disturbance.) The wire read: 


Domestic violence existing in the state of Penn[sylvani]a— 
in the city of Pittsb[ur]g and along the line Penn[sylvani]a Rail- 
road and other railroads in said state which the authorities are 
unable to suppress and the legislature of Pennsylvania cannot be 
convened in time to meet the emergency. I have therefore to re- 
quest in conformity to the Constitution the Government of the 
United States shall furnish me with military force sufficient to 
suppress disorder.* 


This wire brought no response, and at seven o'clock that evening, 
Hartranft personally wired the president from Creston in Wyoming 
Territory: “I call upon you for troops to assist in quelling mobs 
within the borders of the state Penn[sylvanija. ...” Hayes still re- 
fused to act, and Hartranft, now on the way home, wired the next 
day from North Bend, Nebraska: “I amend my requisition from the 
general government by adding the words domestic insurrection 
exists in Pennsylvania which the state authorities are unable to sup- 
press and the Legislature is not in session and cannot be convened 
in time.” Finally, the governor, having arrived back in his state, wired 
the president that in his opinion the disturbances had “assumed 
the character of a general insurrection” which could not be sup- 
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pressed by the “organized forces” of either the state or federal gov- 
ernments, and he urged Hayes to consider calling for volunteers. At 
the same time, Scott and other railroad officials in Pennsylvania 
proposed to President Hayes that the strikers be considered as wag- 
ing war against the United States.” 

Late Wednesday, July 26, it was decided at a cabinet meeting that 
state and federal troops in Pennsylvania would begin on the fol- 
lowing day to “open the road to Pittsburgh.” After consulting with 
military and railroad authorities, Hartranft proposed to gather a 
large force and to proceed along the Pennsylvania Railroad’s main 
line, opening up traffic along the way. On Thursday, therefore, us- 
ing a special train furnished by the railroad as a mobile command 
post, the governor loaded three thousand U.S. regulars and twice 
that number of militia on special troop trains, picked up several 
Gatling guns and some ammunition in Harrisburg, and arrived at 
Altoona by Friday morning. There he issued orders to General Brin- 
ton at Blairsville to break camp and return to Pittsburgh. On Satur- 
day morning, Brinton and Hartranft entered Pittsburgh with an 
overwhelming display of force. The strikers tried to confer with the 
governor, but he told them brusquely that he was not a mediator 
and was there only to restore order.“ 

One by one—at Philadelphia, Harrisburg, Altoona, and Pitts- 
burgh—the critical points were forced open for traffic. Before the 
week was over, Reading was opened by four batteries of U.S. regu- 
lars. 

On Monday, July 30, both the Pennsylvania and Reading com- 
panies announced that they would resume normal operations on 
the following day. General Hancock informed the War Department: 


The quiet occupation of Pittsburgh and opening of the Penn- 
sylvania Railroad, I think, settles the question of order in this 
division, and the only trouble that seems to remain is that con- 
nected with the miners in certain points in the coal districts, such 


as Scranton. Possibly that may require similar treatment as that 
of the railroads.” 
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Governor Hartranft was the right man to dispense such “similar 
treatment.” He left Pittsburgh with federal and state troops for the 
mining districts around Kingston, Plymouth, Natioke, Wilkes-Barre, 
and Scranton, and used the same tactics to break the miners’ strikes 
as he had those of the railroad workers. 

Scranton was the last city in Pennsylvania to be “conquered.” On 
July 24, fifteen hundred workers of the Lackawanna Iron & Coal 
Company struck at noon “with a cheer,” and at six that night they 
were followed by the firemen and brakemen of the Delaware, Lack- 
awanna & Western and Delaware & Hudson railroad companies. 
The stopping of the railroads forced the city’s miners into idleness, 
and on Sunday, July 29, all of Scranton’s thirty-five thousand work- 
ers were on strike.” 

Wages in Scranton had been depressed to the starvation level. 
One worker reported that he had made $28.40 in June, and out of 
this had had to pay $9.40 for his tools, leaving $19.00 to support 
himself and his five dependents. His meals consisted of corn meal 
mush and a few potatoes from his little garden patch. His family 
had not eaten beef for half a year. Another worker said that he had 
averaged $14.00 per month over the past year, and that his employer 
still owed him for fifty-nine cars of coal. Thousands of families lived 
on such wages, and yet the companies kept reducing them. From 
September 1876 to July 1, 1877, employees of the Delaware, Lack- 
awanna & Western Company saw their wages drop 35 percent. Little 
wonder that the men told a reporter that “death would be better 
than this battle for life in which they are constantly worsted.” Yet, 
he commented, death was “too expensive, a funeral too costly a 
heritage for the living, and so they struggle on to keep body and 
soul together as a matter of economy.” 

Because of the town’s sympathies for the strikers, Mayor Robert 
H. McKune failed in his effort to form a citizens’ corps and enroll 
special police. But W.W. Scranton, general manager of the Lacka- 
wanna Iron & Coal Company, organized a private force of 116 citi- 
zens into the “Scranton Citizens’ Corps,’ and turned over the 
company’s general store to be used for its general headquarters. 
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The group secured arms and drilled. However, the railroad official 
was not fully confident that the corps could handle the situation. 
He wrote to a friend in York: 


I trust when the troops come—if they ever get here—that we 
may have a conflict in which the mob shall be completely wor- 
sted. In no other way will the thing end with any security for 
property here in the future.” 


Before the troops came, the “Scranton Citizens’ Corps” killed 
six striking miners. On August 2, Brinton arrived with the First Di- 
vision and completed the process of smashing the strike. On Au- 
gust 15, Governor Hartranft wrote to the secretary of war: 


The emergency for which the federal troops were brought 
into this State is over, but the situation in the mining regions 
is still very critical and for prudential reasons I request the 
retention for the present of such forces as are not needed else- 
where.** 


So the army settled down to what amounted to an occupation of 
the coal region of eastern Pennsylvania. By mid-August, General 
Hancock had concentrated large numbers of troops in Scranton, 
Wilkes-Barre, and Mauch Chunk, with a smaller detachment in 
Reading.” Living conditions among the strikers and their families 
began to deteriorate rapidly. General Hancock reported that almost 
100,000 men were idle and that they and their families were living 
on potatoes, wild berries, and whortleberries. The miners had little 
influence with the federal officers, but they made some efforts to 
win the sympathies of the enlisted men. General Hancock, wor- 
ried, ordered that 


... localities for summer camps of our troops in the disturbed 
regions should be somewhat removed from the influence of the 
strikers and persons in sympathy with them in recent disorders, 
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whose influence might be brought to bear on their fellow for- 
eign countrymen who may happen to be in our service... . 5 


The strike in Scranton and other mining regions lasted until mid- 
October, by which time the miners, although well organized and 
determined to stay out until they had achieved victory, were de- 
feated by the federal troops.*° On October 19, Governor Hartranft 
informed the president that the troops could be withdrawn. By 
October 30, the last of the troops had left Scranton with the bless- 
ings of the business community. The viewpoint of these citizens 
was expressed by the Scranton Republican as it bade the soldiers 
farewell: 


Their brief residence among us has revolutionized our views 
and opinions of army men in general, and henceforth, we shall 
always feel that we have friends among the national defenders. . . .*” 


Thus, the Great Strike came to an end in Pennsylvania, crushed 
by local police, militias, citizens’ vigilante groups, United States mar- 
shals, and federal troops. 


The wall of fire in Pittsburgh engulfs Pennsylvania Railroad freight trains and the Union Depot. 


The strike on the Erie 


and New York Central railroads 


In 1877, the Erie Railroad was in receivership. It is not necessary for 
us to deal here with either the notorious manipulations of Jay Gould, 
Daniel Drew, and James Fisk, or their struggle with Commodore 
Vanderbilt and his New York Central system over control of the 
Erie.' Suffice it to say that by the time of the panic of 1873, it would 
have taken a financial genius to have kept the Erie in a sound finan- 
cial condition. That year it was disclosed that Gould, as its presi- 
dent, had embezzled some ten million dollars of the Erie’s money, 
and public confidence in the road was virtually nonexistent. On 
July 15, 1874, Hugh J. Jewett took over the reins of the bankrupt 
Erie as receiver and proceeded to make the workers of the road the 
chief victims of its long mismanagement. Jewett shared the typical 
outlook of railroad management of his day that his sole duty was to 
gain a profit for the stockholders of the line, and he did not hesitate 
to cut wages in order to achieve it.’ 

Early in June 1877, Jewett sent a memorandum to all employees 
that a 10 percent wage reduction would take effect on July 1. The 
announcement stirred the workers all along the line, and meetings 
were held in the several cities to decide on a plan to get the order 
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revoked. Finally, a committee consisting of fifty men from different 
points along the road was elected to go to New York City to talk 
with the receiver. An interview took place during the last week in 
June, in the course of which Jewett was told that the wage cut would 
mean earnings inadequate for the men to support themselves and 
their families, and he was asked to rescind the order. 

Jewett replied that he was both surprised and hurt by the work- 
ers’ action in organizing the committee, and that the order could 
not be revoked. However, he promised that if there was a change in 
conditions, wages would be restored to their previous level. He then 
reminded the committee that in ordering the reduction in pay, he 
had acted as an officer of the court, and warned them that the order 
would be supported by every court in every state through which 
the line passed. And since the road was in receivership, anyone in- 
terfering with train service could be charged with contempt.’ 

After caucusing, the committee informed the Erie management 
that it could make no final determination until it obtained the views 
of the workers who had elected it. It was clear that the key answer 
would have to come from the men at Hornellsville, New York. That 
town was the western terminus of the Susquehanna Division, the 
eastern terminus of the Allegheny Division, and the southern ter- 
minus of the Buffalo Division—in short, it was the most impor- 
tant junction for freight transfer on the Erie line. (The railroad 
switching yards in Hornellsville occupied about thirty acres.) In 
addition, the locomotive shops at Hornellsville—covering over ten 
acres—constituted the chief service center for the road. In 1877, 
they accommodated up to forty engines and employed over two 
hundred men. Added to these workers were nearly five hundred 
firemen and engineers who were stationed in the town, making it 
the place with the greatest concentration of Erie workers. More- 
over, these workers made up the majority of the town’s popula- 
tion, and the businessmen were totally dependent on them for their 
income.* 

A day before the meeting was held in Hornellsville to discuss 
the Erie’s answer to the Committee of Fifty, the Utica Observer 
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urged the men to be “sensible,” and that “the best thing they can 
do is accept the situation and wait for better times.” The workers 
took this advice and, after a lengthy debate, voted against walking 
out. 

The Erie’s management was much relieved by the decision, for 
Jewett knew that about 90 percent of the line’s total business could 
be halted if the trains were not allowed to pass through Hornellsville. 
Moreover, there was no other point on the system at which the Erie’s 
locomotives could be adequately serviced. Finally, Hornellsville was 
far from the large cities where there were great numbers of unem- 
ployed, making it much more difficult to get replacements for the 
strikers if the men voted to walk out.’ 

Indeed, Jewett was now so confident that the men would do noth- 
ing that when they reported to work on July 1, he ordered the mem- 
bers of the Committee of Fifty fired. He felt that, having voted against 
striking, the railroaders would not now reverse their stand. After 
all, in its report of the meeting at which the vote was taken, the Hor- 
nell Times pointed out: “Not even a large minority were in favor of 
a strike, much less any questionable means to make their strike 
effective.”® 

For the next two weeks, the company’s confidence appeared to 
be justified. The men continued to report for work, and there was 
no word of any new talk of a strike. It therefore came as quite a 
surprise when, on July 20, the Elmira Daily Advertiser reported on 
its front page: “The great railroad strike which has been threatened 
for so long is fully inaugurated today. The strike began this morn- 
ing. Hornellsville and Buffalo appear to have been the starting 
points.” 

What had happened was that the Erie workers, after hearing of 
the strikes in other sections of the nation, had presented an ultima- 
tum to the company to the effect that unless their demands were 
met, they would strike at midnight on July 19. The demands were 
embodied in an eight-point proposal. 

The first and most important was that all those who had been 
discharged for taking part in any meeting or for serving on the Com- 
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mittee of Fifty must be reinstated. The next four points were con- 
cerned with wages. Brakemen and switchmen were to receive $2.00 
a day; head switchmen, $2.25 a day; trackmen in the yards were to 
get $1.50 a day, while those on the sections were to receive $1.40 a 
day. Firemen were to be given the same wages they had received 
before July 1, 1877. 

The next demand dealt with ground rents. The company had 
forced many of its employees to live in houses owned by the Erie, 
and the rents for these shacks were exorbitant. (One worker later 
described the “homes” as “one-room shanties with a yard no larger 
than twenty feet square in which the occupants tried to raise a part 
of their food. As many as eight persons lived in each of these 
houses.”) Although the railroad had cut the workers’ wages 10 per- 
cent, it still maintained the same high rents. 

The last two of the workers’ demands were concerned with passes. 
The company had taken passes away from everyone, requiring the 
workers to pay for their transportation back to their homes from 
points where their work ended. The men asked that the monthly 
passes be reissued, and that pass rights be extended to brakemen 
and switchmen.? 

The demands were quickly rejected. The company maintained, 
first, that the members of the Committee of Fifty had not been dis- 
charged because of that fact, but rather because they had absented 
themselves from work without leave, and for other “flagrant viola- 
tions of discipline.” It refused to take them back. As for the wage 
issue, the management insisted that the Erie was paying the highest 
wages of any eastern line before the reduction, and that the cut would 
merely serve to level off rates of pay. (It said nothing of the fact that 
the company’s charges for ground rents ate up whatever difference 
may have existed between the wages of the Erie workers and those 
on other lines.) As for the demand that rents be lowered, manage- 
ment would not even consider the idea.!° 

When P.P. Wright, the company’s transportation master, in- 
formed the workers that all their demands had been rejected, they 
were true to their pledge, and at one o'clock on the morning of July 
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20, the men went on strike on the three divisions of the road cen- 
tering around Hornellsville. Later that same day, a committee repre- 
senting the strikers served notice on the saloons in town that they 
were not to sell liquor to any of the railroad men until the emer- 
gency was ended. The strikers themselves took a “solemn obliga- 
tion to drink no liquor” until their struggle was over.'! All the news- 
papers reported this fact, and the New York Times commented that 
“a very creditable feature of the strike at Hornellsville is the en- 
tire absence of drunkenness on the streets.”'* However, the Times’s 
memory was short, for on July 26 it referred to the strikers as: 


... disaffected elements, roughs, hoodlums, rioters, mob, suspi- 
cious-looking individuals, bad characters, thieves, blacklegs, loot- 
ers, communists, rabble, labor-reform agitators, dangerous class 
of people, gangs, tramps, drunken section-men, law-breakers, 
threatening crowd, bummers, ruffians, loafers, bullies, vagabonds, 
cowardly mob, bands of worthless fellows, incendiaries, enemies 
of society, reckless crowd, malcontents, wretched people, loud- 
mouthed orators, rapscallions, brigands, robbers, mob, riffraff, 
terrible fellows, felons, idiots.” 


The last train to leave Hornellsville departed just after midnight 
on July 20, and by the following afternoon at least ten trains were 
stranded in the yards of the town. For the moment, too, no trains 
could reach Hornellsville; the Erie superintendent, on being in- 
formed of the strike, had wired all trains scheduled to enter the 
town either to stop or to proceed to their destinations by other 
routes. This order was designed to both keep passenger and freight 
trains out of the hands of the strikers, and prevent other Erie work- 
ers from joining the men on strike at Hornellsville. In general, both 
objectives were achieved, but a reporter for the New York Times 
noted that “in some instances train men thus disappointed in 
reaching their friends seized handcars and reached Hornellsville 
that way." 

From Hornellsville, the strike spread rapidly along the line of 
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the Erie. Port Jervis, Corning, Painted Post, Buffalo, and other points 
were affected as the Erie brakemen, firemen, and other trainmen at 
these places joined the strike and stopped the trains.’ But Hor- 
nellsville remained the key to the struggle of the Erie workers. 

Governor Lucius Robinson of New York had been advised by the 
Erie receiver of the strike in Hornellsville, and although not a single 
act of violence had been reported, he immediately ordered the mi- 
litia units from Rochester and Elmira to the town. However, the 
same drama unfolded at Hornellsville as had occurred in a number 
of other struck communities. As soon as the militiamen descended 
from the train, the strikers “commenced shaking hands and greet- 
ing their many acquaintances among the soldiers.”'® The soldiers 
stationed a guard around the yards and expelled all people from 
the railroad property except employees on duty, but they turned 
their eyes away when the strikers crossed the line and prevented 
engines from leaving the roundhouse. 

While the strikers were willing to let mail cars leave, the com- 
pany was determined to run all trains, and on the morning of July 
22, a section composed of an engine, mail car, baggage car, and two 
passenger coaches started out of the yards for Tiptop Mountain, 
the only way for westbound trains to get out of Hornellsville. Thirty 
soldiers were detailed to guard the train; five were stationed on the 
engine, two on the bumper, and the rest scattered throughout the 
cars. On the long flat stretch before the ascent of Tiptop Moun- 
tain—one of the steepest grades on the road—engineer Dave Cary 
threw open his throttle to build up speed and momentum. The train 
reached twenty, then twenty-five miles an hour. At the base of the 
mountain, Cary opened his sand pipe a little for traction, and fire- 
man Matt Dewey energetically shoveled coal into the furnace, as 
the train raced up the side of the hill. Then suddenly, its wheels 
began to slip. The strikers’ wives had prepared buckets of soft soap, 
and the men had liberally slathered it all over the rails for a quarter 
of a mile up the hill. 

As the train slipped backward, the strikers on the hillside cheered 
wildly and threw on more soap for good measure. The engineer, by 
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making liberal use of the sand pipe, was able to conquer the grade, 
but the train could move only in spurts. As it slowed down from 
twenty to fifteen, to ten, to eight miles an hour, worried passengers 
began shouting. When it had almost come to a stop and was about 
to slide down again, the strikers rushed on board, shoved their way 
past the half-hearted militiamen, disabled the brakes, and forced 
all the passengers to get out. Superintendent John Biggs was speech- 
less with anger. With everybody out, the strikers detached the pas- 
senger cars and sent them thundering down the hill toward the Erie 
freight yards. Engineer Cary was dispatched with the mail, and the 
troops and passengers were left to make their way through thickets 
and briars down the hillside to the Erie depot. 

Half an hour later, persistent Erie officials started another train 
bound for Buffalo. The strikers jammed a switch, boarded it, bent 
its sand pipe, threw the engineer off, and expelled its passengers. 
Later in the morning, a third effort was made to start a train, but 
this, too, was foiled, and the Erie gave up its attempt to run a train 
out of Hornellsville that day.” 

Not a single shot had been fired during any of the three episodes. 
The soldiers had been ordered to use only the butts of their guns. It 
was a wise order, for the familiarity between the militiamen and the 
Erie strikers was so great that if the soldiers had been ordered to 
shoot, they would probably have laid down their guns and gone 
home. In any event, the actions of the militia that day averted the 
kind of bloody massacre that had occurred in Baltimore, Pittsburgh, 
and Reading.'® 

But the New York Times was unhappy, and insisted that the sol- 
diers be replaced by men who would act like the Philadelphians 
who had come to Pittsburgh. “We sincerely hope,” it editorialized, 
“that when the next movement is made at Hornellsville, it will be 
with sufficient force and managed with sufficient energy and judg- 
ment to save our state from such disgraceful scenes as have taken 
place in Pittsburgh.” What had “disgraced” Pittsburgh, in the eyes 
of the Times, was not the bloody massacre of men, women, and 
children, but the fact that the soldiers from Philadelphia had been 
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forced to remain in retreat in the roundhouse, and that railroad 
property had been burned.” 

Responding to the demand for sterner measures, Governor Rob- 
inson declared martial law in Hornellsville and called upon “all 
authorities, civil and military,” to keep the strikers from preventing 
those who wished to do so from working. “It is no longer a ques- 
tion of wages,” the governor’s declaration concluded, “but the su- 
premacy of the law. ... To the maintenance of that supremacy the 
whole power of the State will be evoked if necessary.””° 

As soon as the governor’s proclamation was issued, the Twenty- 
third Regiment was ordered to leave Brooklyn, New York, for Hor- 
nellsville. These soldiers, having no personal ties with the strikers, 
could be relied upon to enforce the proclamation. At the same time, 
General Brinker issued an order prohibiting anyone not working 
for the Erie from going onto the road’s property without military 
permission. In fact, anyone who even stated his intention of enter- 
ing the yards without this permission could be arrested.” 

After praising Governor Robinson and General Brinker, Jewett 
reaffirmed the policy of no concessions to the strikers. Neverthe- 
less, the company attempted to run only one train on July 23—the 
one bringing the Twenty-third Regiment from Brooklyn to Hor- 
nellsville. The train met little resistance until it reached Corning, 
about forty miles east of Hornellsville. From that point on, it had 
to fight its way. The strikers had torn up the tracks in front of the 
advancing train, and the soldiers spent much of their time repair- 
ing the damage. Five miles before Hornellsville, the spikes had been 
pulled and the plates joining the rails removed. As the engine passed 
over this point, the rails spread and the train settled to the ground. 
This caused a delay of about two hours. Finally, at six in the evening, 
the regiment arrived in Hornellsville.” 

The Brooklynites were immediately dispersed to guard the Erie 
shops and grounds. The Elmira Daily Advertiser warned the strik- 
ers that now things would be different: “The troops look and act as 
soldiers and when called upon for duty, will obey orders, no matter 
what the consequences.””’ It did not take long for the strikers to see 
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the difference. As soon as the troops were stationed around the 
company’s grounds, some of the strikers tried to cross the guard 
lines as they had been doing since the beginning of their walkout. 
When challenged, the men made no answer, and a sentry fired a 
bullet over their heads—the only shot fired during the entire strike 
at Hornellsville.** The men left the area, and from that time on the 
military was in complete charge as the strikers remained off the 
railroad’s property. 

Still no trains left Hornellsville, and on July 23 the company in- 
vited Barney J. Donahue, a former Erie employee who had assumed 
leadership of the strike, and the strikers’ lawyers, Miles Hawley and 
Matthew Bemis, to a meeting to try to reconcile the differences be- 
tween the men and management. The spokesmen for the strikers 
indicated a willingness to accept the wage reduction, but demanded 
that ground rentals be removed; that promotions be based on length 
of service; that a ten-hour day be instituted; that the men be paid 
for the time they had to spend while delayed on the road, or when 
trips ended a great distance from their homes; and that the passes 
be issued to all workers as before. The three representatives also let 
it be known that even if all of these demands were granted, the 
strike would continue until those who had been dismissed for their 
membership on the Committee of Fifty were reinstated, since this 
had been the chief cause of the walkout. 

In return for being granted an audience with company officials, 
the strikers’ spokesmen stated that while all trains other than mail 
cars would continue to be stopped, no company property would be 
damaged. They stated that they wished “to meet the company in a 
spirit of candor and firmness.”” 

Bowen, speaking for the Erie, said he was glad the men were ready 
to talk reconciliation, but that the receiver would not allow the rail- 
road to be run on any terms other than his own. While the dis- 
missed men would not be returned to work, if the strikers went 
back to work they could rely on the receiver to overlook much of 
the damage caused during the strike and to retain those who had 
quit work. Before the interview ended, the counsel for the receiver 
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told the delegation that they should remind the strikers that they 
“were in contempt of the highest court of the state, and were vio- 
lating [its] . . . strictest penal codes.”* 

Although the meeting left the issues as far from settlement as 
they had been before, the fact that the company had made the first 
move toward meeting with the strikers, and had even discussed the 
terms of settlement, caused the distinct impression that eventually 
this strike, unlike most of the others occurring on the railroads, 
could be settled by mutual agreement. For a time, however, this 
seemed to be only wishful thinking. No sooner had Donahue re- 
turned to Hornellsville than he was arrested by the sheriff and a 
posse of several railroad detectives on a warrant sworn out by re- 
ceiver Jewett, who charged him with contempt of court. He was 
ordered to report before Judge Donahue (no relation) in New York 
City on July 27. Meanwhile, Barney Donahue went to the village 
lockup, where he was joined by four more strikers.” 

The news of the jailings enraged the strikers and ended all talk of 
compromise for the time being. When concern was expressed that 
attempts might be made to rescue Donahue, he was removed to the 
depot under military guard and put on a train for New York. Even 
this did not still the fears, and an extra detail of soldiers was put on 
the train: “Men were placed on a handcar ahead of the train and as 
fast as any obstruction was found the train was flagged until it could 
move again”? The attempted rescue never took place, and the train 
eventually reached New York, thereby becoming the first to go the 
entire distance from Hornellsville to the eastern terminus since the 
strike had begun.” 

The following day, however, turned out to be the last day of the 
strike. No trains other than the one that carried Donahue were run- 
ning, and, despite the arrival of another regiment from Brooklyn, it 
appeared that no other trains would run until the strike was settled. 
Therefore, early in the afternoon, company officials met again with 
a committee of strikers and their attorneys. At this meeting, only 
slight concessions were made. The company agreed that Donahue’s 
case would be left completely in the hands of the court, without 
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any attempt on the part of the Erie officials to influence the deci- 
sion. For their part, the strikers’ spokesmen deferred the right of 
the men to passes to the receiver’s judgment. 

Later in the afternoon, another meeting was held in the com- 
pany’s offices, and it was at this meeting that a tentative agreement 
for settling the strike was drawn up. The firemen and brakemen 
were to accept the 10 percent wage cut, but the trackmen were to 
receive the same pay they had been getting before July 1. No man 
was to be discharged for his part in the walkout, except those who 
had destroyed railroad property. But the reinstatement of the Com- 
mittee of Fifty was to be left to the discretion of the receiver and his 
aides. 

This last point proved to be the major stumbling block. The men 
representing the strikers insisted that it gave too much authority to 
the receiver, but they finally agreed to take up the issue with the 
strikers and to abide by their verdict. 

At six-thirty that evening, the strikers met secretly in Hornells- 
ville and, after a heated debate, voted to reject the proposed settle- 
ment because it left unresolved the issue of reinstating the Com- 
mittee of Fifty. At this point, the doors to the building were opened, 
and a public meeting took place. There, several businessmen, a few 
members of the strikers’ committee, and their two attorneys joined 
in pleading for acceptance of the company’s offer as the best that 
the men could hope for. They argued that the company could be 
expected to reinstate the Committee of Fifty if the man who had 
dismissed them agreed, and that discussions with this official had 
indicated that he would have no objection to returning them to 
their jobs once the strike was ended. 

But several strikers spoke out against accepting this type of prom- 
ise, since past experience had proved that company officials were 
perfectly willing to make promises during emergencies, but broke 
them with equal readiness as soon as the crisis was over. Since the 
company had already been forced to make concessions, these men 
maintained, why not hold out until the workers’ demands were fully 
realized? 
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When it appeared that the vote would be overwhelmingly for 
continuation of the strike, a group of leading citizens guaranteed 
to provide financial support for the members of the Committee of 
Fifty until they could find work again. While this proposal did not 
lead to an immediate vote to end the strike, it did prevent the 
company’s offer from being rejected. It was finally agreed that an- 
other conference should be held with the company in an effort to 
reach a satisfactory agreement. 

Again, the strikers’ committee visited the company’s office, and 
was told that the Erie was willing to sign an agreement immediately 
on the terms set forth that afternoon, but would not go beyond 
those concessions. The committee returned to report to the strik- 
ers; the workers accepted the proposals, and at a quarter after twelve 
in the morning of July 26 the strike was declared over. The “Great 
Strike on the Erie” was at an end. 

In addition to obtaining a promise that free passes would be re- 
stored, and an agreement that the company would not press for Do- 
nahue’s prosecution, the strikers obtained a concession not listed 
in the written settlement. During the discussions, their representa- 
tives had informed the Erie officials that the track bosses had taken 
an additional 3 percent from the men’s wages, making the total re- 
duction 13 percent. Claiming that they had never heard of this vi- 
cious practice, the railroad officials promised to remedy the situa- 
tion immediately, and orders to that effect went out to the track 
bosses right after the strikers went back to work.” 

The compromise agreement ending the strike at Hornellsville 
was extended to other Erie workers. It was the first of its kind on 
any of the nation’s major roads during the Great Strike, and it spared 
at least one other line—the Union Pacific—from a crippling strike. 
Following the Erie agreement, that company made similar conces- 
sions that kept the men from walking out. 

Editorial comment on the Erie settlement stressed that it was a 
poor precedent for management to have compromised at all in such 
a confrontation. The reaction of the Elmira Daily Advertiser was 
typical. 
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The terms may be all right, and they may be wise. But it looks 
to us like a surrender. True, the trains are again put in motion, 
but not through the supremacy of the law asserting itself against 
the will of a mob. It is because the mob, for a consideration, has 
given its consent that business may be resumed. It is a recogni- 
tion of the idea that the mob is co-ordinate in authority over the 
railroad with the officers and directors. It is a premium on strikes, 
and invites another whenever the men imagine themselves 
afflicted with a grievance. 

This is the precise position of the Erie road today. The road is 
running, but it runs at the mercy of its employees, and not at the 
command of its officers. 


As an example of how the Erie management should have dealt 
with the strikers, the Elmira Daily Advertiser pointed to William H. 
Vanderbilt, president of the New York Central & Hudson, and ma- 
jority stockholder in its subsidiary, the Lake Shore & Michigan 
Southern 

The strike on the Erie had spilled over in Buffalo to the New York 
Central and the Lake Shore, whose workers had also suffered a 10 
percent wage cut and were persuaded to strike by the Erie men. The 
railroad workers were quickly joined by factory workers, who quit 
work in sympathy. The New York Central strikers placed an em- 
bargo on all freight, but announced their willingness to let passen- 
ger and mail trains proceed as usual. The Central management then 
proceeded to mingle passengers, mail, and freight, hoping to force 
the strikers to stop the entire train and thereby become liable to 
punishment by the federal courts for hindering passage of the mails. 
But the railroaders stopped the train, unhooked the engine and mail 
car, and sent them on. 

The New York Central countered by refusing to run any trains 
at all. The strikers then wired the postmaster-general in Washing- 
ton, indicating their desire to let the mails go through and point- 
ing out that they were being held up only by order of the New York 
Central officials. The postmaster-general asked the railroad for an 
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explanation, and received the reply from the general superintendent 
of the road that not a single passenger or mail train would be run 
until the strikers were dispersed, order restored, and the freight block- 
ade broken.” 

Apparently this satisfied the postmaster-general, for not another 
complaint was voiced by him against the railroad. Instead, the full 
force of the “law and order” machinery was directed against the 
strikers. To break the blockade, Governor Robinson at first dis- 
patched the entire Sixty-fifth Regiment, and Mayor Philip Becker 
of Buffalo swore in sixty special police. When the strikers fought 
back against attempts to smash their strike, Mayor Becker issued a 
proclamation that anyone found in the streets after ten o'clock at 
night would be arrested. One hundred and forty more special po- 
lice were sworn in; the city council applied to Governor Robinson 
for more military support; the Grand Army of the Republic veter- 
ans volunteered their services; and Sheriff Joseph G. Haberstrom 
swore in 300 deputies. Even then, it was necessary to bring in ad- 
ditional military forces before the blockade could be lifted; the 
Forty-ninth Regiment was sent in from Auburn, the Eighth Regi- 
ment from New York, and the Seventy-fourth Regiment from Hor- 
nellsville. Governor Robinson issued a proclamation informing 
the strikers that on May 10, 1877, the New York legislature had 
passed an act stating that any person who destroyed railroad prop- 
erty or obstructed trains was liable to ten years’ imprisonment 
and/or a $1,000 fine. Then, to add weight to the law, Robinson 
offered a $500 reward for the arrest and conviction of anyone caught 
violating it. 

With the combined force of 1,600 militiamen, the regular and 
special police force, several hundred sheriff's deputies, 1,800 veter- 
ans of the Grand Army of the Republic, and three hundred citizen 
volunteers, the freight blockade at Buffalo began to be lifted. But 
before the strike on the New York Central and Lake Shore was bro- 
ken, eight strikers were killed by militiamen.” 

Meanwhile, the strike on the New York Central had moved south- 
ward to Rochester, Syracuse, and Albany (but not as far south as 
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New York City). Up to this point, William H. Vanderbilt, of “the- 
public-be-damned” fame, had remained aloof from the events in 
Buffalo. He told the Lake Shore men, after they struck, that the 10 
percent reduction would not be rescinded, “as the owners of the 
railroad cannot afford to let the employees manage it.” “There is a 
great principle involved in this matter,” he continued, “and we can- 
not afford to yield, and the country cannot afford to have us yield.” 
Vanderbilt concluded by expressing “every confidence in the good 
sense and stability of a large majority of our employees,” meaning, 
of course, the men on the New York Central line, and said that he 
felt that the Lake Shore men were “not equal as a class” to his own 
men’ 

Despite Vanderbilt’s professed faith in them, at the time he was 
making this little speech the New York Central workers were join- 
ing the Lake Shore men on strike in Buffalo. Ignoring this flouting 
of his judgment about the Central workers, Vanderbilt decided to 
say nothing further and leave it to the local officials to crush the 
strike. But he was soon compelled to break his silence. New York 
Central shopmen, switchmen, trackmen, and laborers in Albany 
met and drew up demands calling not only for the rescinding of 
the 10 percent cut in wages, but for an increase of 25 percent. It was 
impossible, they pointed out, to live on the 80 cents to $1 a day that 
switchmen, trackmen, and laborers earned on the New York Cen- 
tral, or the $1.20 a day earned by the best mechanics in the railroad’s 
shops. The demands were forwarded to Vanderbilt at his summer 
home in Saratoga, New York, along with the information that if 
they were not met, the men would strike. 

Reporters surrounded the Vanderbilt home and asked the Cen- 
tral president for his reaction. He released the following statement: 


There is a perfect understanding between the heads of de- 
partments and the employes, and they appreciate, I think, so thor- 
oughly the identity of interest between themselves and us that I 
cannot for a moment believe that they will have any part of this 
business. I am proud of the men of the Central Road, and my 
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great trust in them is founded on their intelligent appreciation 
of the business situation at the present time. If they shall stand 
firm in the present crisis it will be a triumph of good sense over 
blind fury and fanaticism.” 


Even as this was being published, “the identity of interest” be- 
tween the New York Central and its employees in Buffalo was being 
demonstrated by the murder of strikers by militiamen brought in 
at the company’s request. 

When the Albany men struck as they had vowed, Vanderbilt sent 
them the following telegram from Saratoga: “The public interests 
should not suffer from any differences between the road and its 
employes. Keep at work until the excitement is over, and a fair con- 
ference can be held.” 

Thereafter, Vanderbilt pursued a policy of ignoring the strike. 
He insisted publicly that his men were “too intelligent and grateful 
to strike, but that they were violently prevented from working by 
outsiders.” He told a reporter that he was “not informed of any strike 
on the part of the Central employes. They had been driven out of 
the shops by a crowd of rioters, and had been forced to stop work.” 
The interview continued: 


Reporter—What about the demand for an increase of 25 per 
cent in wages? 

Mr. Vanderbilt—I have received no such demand from the 
men of the Central. A dispatch was received last night embrac- 
ing something of that sort, but I would not insult the men of the 
Central by attributing it to them. No such demand has been rec- 
ognized. It was not signed by anybody, and I have not paid any 
attention to it. The shops have been visited by a mob, and my 
men have been forced to quit work. The desperate men who have 
done this are not the Central men, but probably men out of 
employment who would like the situations of those who are at 
work. They belong to the “rough” element, and have coerced the 
Central employes to leave the shops.” 
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To all demands for an increase in pay, Vanderbilt replied that the 
company was losing money and that as a result, everyone associ- 
ated with it had to suffer—a “fact of life” that he was sure the intel- 
ligent New York Central workers understood. The recent heir to a 
ninety-million-dollar fortune declared blandly: 


Our men feel that, although 1 may own the majority of the 
stock in the Central, my interests are as much affected in degree 
as theirs, and although I may have my millions and they the re- 
wards of their daily toil, still we are about equal in the end. If 
they suffer I suffer, and if I suffer they cannot escape.** 


Notwithstanding his refusal to recognize that there was a strike, 
Vanderbilt stopped all traffic until the strikers gave up (thereby rul- 
ing out the possibility of sustaining large financial losses), and also 
asked for troops to break the blockade. Governor Robinson called 
out the entire Third Division of the New York National Guard, lo- 
cated in Albany. Then, for good measure, he summoned the Ninth 
Regiment from New York City and accepted the services of a vol- 
unteer citizens’ corps from Troy. By July 24, Albany had 2,248 men 
under arms. As in Buffalo, Governor Robinson warned the strik- 
ers of the consequences of violating the law of May 10, 1877, and 
here, too, he offered a reward of $500 for information about 
offenders.” 

At a meeting in Capital Park, West Albany, on July 24, the strik- 
ers were addressed by John Van Hoesen, a young brakeman. De- 
nouncing Vanderbilt for hypocrisy, he pointed out that when the 
workers in Buffalo had asked the Central president for bread, he 
had given them bullets. If that was to be his answer to the workers 
of Albany, he went on, then they would give bullets in return. 

The very next day, Van Hoesen and other strike leaders who had 
shared the platform with him were arrested and jailed.” 

On July 26, a committee of two was sent to Saratoga by the strik- 
ers for a conference with Vanderbilt. He agreed to interrupt his sum- 
mer vacation to meet with the committee, but declined to discuss 
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the wage issue, declaring that it would set a bad precedent to suc- 
cumb to the men before they returned to work and perfect order 
was restored.“ The committee brought this discouraging report back 
to Albany, and the strikers met to discuss what to do next. The out- 
look for a successful strike looked dim indeed. General D.P. Woods, 
commander of the New York Eighth Regiment, had smashed the 
blockade in Syracuse and Rochester, and the strike in Buffalo was 
being drowned in blood. Albany was surrounded by troops, and 
their commanding officer had vowed to open the blockade, “blood 
or no blood.” With their leaders arrested, and with the engineers 
refusing to join the walkout, it did not appear that the men could 
hold out much longer. 

A strikers’ committee approached Mayor Banks and other promi- 
nent citizens for advice, and received their promise that they would 
send a petition to Vanderbilt for a restoration of the former wage 
scale. The strikers then voted to hold out until there was a response 
to the petition.” 

But the petition was never sent. Instead, the following notice 
appeared in the New York Central’s shops and depots in Albany: 


The employes of this department will report for duty Mon- 
day morning, July 30, 1877, at 8 o'clock A.M. Those that do not 
report for duty at the time above specified will be considered as 
having left the service of the company, unless a good excuse or 
reason be given why they do not.” 


Faced with this ultimatum, and with their resources at an end, 
the strikers at Albany voted to return to work and rely on Vanderbilt’s 
magnanimity. 

Similar notices appeared elsewhere along the line of the New 
York Central, warning the strikers to return on July 30 or face dis- 
missal, and everywhere from Albany to Buffalo, the strikers voted 
to return in the hope that Vanderbilt would see the justice of their 
demand for the restoration of the former wage scale. By July 30, the 
strike on the New York Central was over. The Lake Shore men vowed 
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never to yield, but they also ran out of money and gave up on the 
thirtieth.“ 

On August 1, Vanderbilt issued a lengthy bulletin from Saratoga 
“to the employes” of the New York Central. “We have passed through 
a period of unparalleled excitement, occasioned on all sides by a 
common enemy,’ he began. He was proud, however, that few of the 
company’s workers were part of that “common enemy”: “Of this 
company’s 12,000 employes less than 500 have shown any disposi- 
tion to embarrass it,” the vast majority having continued at work 
everywhere, “except when overcome by outside violence.” (It would 
have been more accurate to have said that the vast majority quit 
work and were forced back by the “outside violence” of the mili- 
tary.) As a reward for their “loyalty and faithfulness,” Vanderbilt 
ordered that $100,000 be divided among the men. 

But what about the 10 percent wage reduction? On this issue, he 
would say only that it had been “fair and equitable,” since it had 
been applied to all who worked for the company and earned thirty 
dollars or more a month—including even the president of the road. 
He concluded: “Your pay will be increased the moment the busi- 
ness of the country will justify it?” 

When the strikers in Albany had voted to return to work on July 
30, they had done so with the assurance—posted in the builetin of 
the New York Central—that all would be reinstated. However, on 
the same day that Vanderbilt issued his bulletin publicizing his grati- 
tude to the employees of the road, newspapers carried the follow- 
ing dispatch: 


Albany July 31. A hundred workmen were discharged from 
the West Albany shops of the New York Central for participating 
in the late disturbances there.” 


The strike on the 
Vandalia of Terre Haute: 


The fruits of class harmony 


Although William H. Vanderbilt preached class harmony and the 
identity of his interests with those of the New York Central workers, 
and had told the press that they shared his view, few of his workers 
went along with his ideas. Only at the very end, when their resources 
were exhausted and their chances of victory were all but nonexist- 
ent, did the New York Central strikers place themselves at the mercy 
of the man who preached identity of interests. However, in the case 
of one walkout during the Great Strike—that on the Vandalia Rail- 
road in Indiana—it was the strikers who stressed class harmony 
and identity of interests, and who upheld that principle almost until 
the end. But, as we shall see, they suffered the same consequences as 
the strikers who rejected the doctrine.' 

When Tom Scott announced the 10 percent wage reduction on 
the Pennsylvania in June 1877, the members of the Brotherhood of 
Locomotive Firemen’s Vico Lodge in Terre Haute, Indiana, whose 
wages had been cut 23 percent between 1873 and 1876, and then 
another 10 percent between August 1876 and May 1877, knew that 
the smaller lines, including the Vandalia, for which they worked, 
would hasten to imitate Scott’s action.” On June 22, a week after the 
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strike began in the East, the firemen and brakemen in Terre Haute 
met in the Engineers’ Hall to discuss the national and local situa- 
tions. Robert Ebbage, the master of the Vico Lodge, was elected 
president, and, after some discussion, the men passed three resolu- 
tions to present to Riley McKeen, the Vandalia’s founder and presi- 
dent. The first was to “respectfully request” a 15 percent increase to 
all employees, with a threat to strike the following morning if man- 
agement failed to respond affirmatively. Second, they vowed to al- 
low no freight cars to move until their wages were sufficient “to 
keep our families from actual want.” Finally, the men informed Mc- 
Keen that they would not use “in any shape or form intoxicating 
liquor in case we quit work.” Eleven men, mainly firemen, signed 
the petition.’ 

When McKeen failed to respond the following morning, the strike 
began in Terre Haute at noon. In addition to the engineers and fire- 
men, the six hundred machinists in the Vandalia repair shops also 
joined the strike. On Tuesday, July 24, with his employees in con- 
trol of the depot and refusing to allow trains to enter or leave, Mc- 
Keen informed the strike committee that he had not yet made up 
his mind as to what to do about their wages. He told them that 
since so much had occurred in the East during the past few days, he 
preferred to await an eastern settlement before committing himself 
to any set figure for his workers. On his own, either to prevent vio- 
lence or to defuse the strike, McKeen himself stopped all trains, 
except mail cars, that originated in Terre Haute.’ 

After reading and discussing McKeen’s letter, the strikers re- 
sponded in a surprising way to his refusal to grant them a wage 
increase. They expressed “full faith” in McKeen’s “honor and integ- 
rity, and in the belief that “he will do all he can to comply with our 
wishes.” The strikers further resolved that they wanted no interfer- 
ence from “irresponsible parties such as tramps and roughs,” that 
they would guard all railroad property, and asked support from 
“fellow citizens from all classes” to aid in “our resistance to the en- 
croachments of capital upon unprotected labor.” Arguing that the 
basic problem in Terre Haute, as well as nationally, was the lower 
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freight rates, resulting from corporate “kickbacks,” and that the 
proper response was not to lower wages but rather to raise the rates, 
the strikers’ resolution assured the people of Terre Haute that they 
did not intend to instigate any permanent conflict, for “as soon as our 
object is attained, then this organized movement is to be abandoned.” 

This approach brought the strikers wide community support. 
Daniel W. Vorhees, Indiana’s Democratic senator, and Mayor H. 
Fairbanks of Terre Haute both endorsed the strikers’ demands and 
urged them to remain nonviolent. A Protestant minister, the Rever- 
end Ewell, assured them that they had the support of the entire 
community. A local grocer was summoned to appear before the 
strikers’ committee to answer charges that he was opposed to the 
strike. He defended himself with the statement that this was a ri- 
diculous charge, since he himself made his money through sales to 
the workers and it was in his interest that they receive higher wages.° 

Asked by the Terre Haute Express to explain the reasons for the 
strike, the strike leaders replied that the problem was the monopo- 
listic practices of the major railroad corporations, especially Tom 
Scott’s Pennsylvania line. As Mark Miller, chairman of the strike 
executive committee, explained, their fight was only with the rail- 
road corporations, and therefore they did not favor any other strikes 
in the city, and certainly saw no reason for a general strike.’ Robert 
Nesbit, another strike leader, argued at a meeting on July 26 that 
the strikers should allow passenger trains already in transit to pass 
through Terre Haute, for 


We... are not making war upon women and children. We are 
warring to break down the gigantic eastern monopoly, the Penn- 
sylvania Road, in two words, we can put it—Tom Scott. It is not 
particularly upon Riley McKeen or Mr. Peddle [his superinten- 
dent] that we are warring. They, like us, are under the thumb of 
that road, and when they take up their thumb, they say jump." 


But this proposal went too far in the direction of class harmony. 
After communicating with other strikers in St. Louis and Effingham, 
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Illinois, the Terre Haute workers decided not to allow any but mail 
trains through.’ 

The general approach of the strikers becomes understandable 
when it is realized that Riley McKeen’s Vandalia system was one of 
the few important lines in the Midwest that was not owned by a 
large corporation. When he bought the Terre Haute & Richmond 
Railroad from Chauncey Rose in 1869, McKeen simultaneously 
obtained a charter from the Illinois Assembly to build a connecting 
line across the state to St. Louis. While he did not receive any finan- 
cial aid from the Pennsylvania in constructing the new addition, 
McKeen did receive from that system a ninety-nine-year lease for 
the right-of-way over their part of the roadbed. As one local histo- 
rian noted in commenting on McKeen’s control, “The P.R.R. was 
napping,” for such a lease was unheard of at a time when the major 
railroads were consolidating. McKeen retained the lease until 1893, 
when he sold the road to the Pennsylvania line.’° 

The railroad workers of Terre Haute believed that Riley McKeen 
was as much under Tom Scott's domination as they were. They ac- 
cepted his argument that he could not raise wages until an eastern 
settlement had been reached. While some of them may have viewed 
this as a stalling device, the majority of the strikers believed that 
McKeen really wanted to help them and was thwarted only by Scott’s 
giant monopoly."! 

It soon became clear, however, that Riley McKeen’s view of class 
harmony differed from that of the strikers. On Saturday, July 28, a 
detachment of the Third U.S. Infantry, under the command of Gen- 
eral Benjamin Spooner, arrived at Terre Haute under orders to open 
the depot. Spooner was acting under the authority of Federal Judge 
Walter Q. Gresham. 

The Great Strike had spread to Indiana on Saturday, July 21, when 
the men on the Pittsburgh, Fort Wayne & Chicago line stopped work 
in Fort Wayne. On Wednesday, Fort Wayne’s factory workers also 
quit. A week later, the strikers gave up when the sheriff told them 
that the United States Army was coming. The same scene was en- 
acted in other Indiana towns, but not in Indianapolis.” 
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On Saturday, July 21, a large crowd collected in the State House 
courtyard in Indianapolis, and handbills were distributed calling 
for a meeting of the city’s workers on Monday evening “for the pur- 
pose of sympathizing and taking action with our starving brothers 
in the East who are now being trampled under the feet of the rail- 
road bondholders.”'* When Monday came, the strike had spread to 
the Pittsburgh, Cincinnati & St. Louis line, and then to the Cleve- 
land, Columbus, Cincinnati & Indianapolis line, both of which ran 
through Indianapolis. In the afternoon, apprehensive officials moved 
all arms out of the United States Arsenal in Indianapolis, and fifty 
United States regulars who had been summoned from St. Louis 
moved in.'* 

Walter Quintin Gresham, then a circuit judge for the Circuit 
Court of the Seventh District of the United States—and therefore 
responsible for all the lines in his district that were in receivership— 
frantically wired the federal government for help. This plea was sent 
even before the workingmen’s meeting that Monday night, which 
turned out to be completely peaceful.'° But that same night, a small 
crowd stopped a train on the Indianapolis, Bloomington & West- 
ern line—a road in receivership. The following morning, before 
court convened, Gresham swore in his friends (including Benjamin 
Harrison, future president of the United States) as U.S. marshals, 
and announced that an emergency meeting would be held at noon. 
At that meeting, Gresham noted that the city was in the hands of a 
“mob,” and that the sheriff, mayor, and governor were doing noth- 
ing about it. He recommended that a “Committee of Public Safety” 
be formed “for the preservation of peace.” Thereupon, two compa- 
nies were organized, comprising one hundred men each, were sup- 
plied with guns from the United States Arsenal and were placed 
under the command of General Daniel Macaulay. $ 

Despite Gresham’s apprehensions, the strikers remained quiet 
on Tuesday. Fifty of them guarded their companies’ property, and a 
strikers’ committee prohibited all participants from drinking. But 
the trains did not move. 

That evening, Gresham received word that no federal troops could 
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be spared to help his marshals start the trains. On Wednesday, there- 
fore, he sent an urgent appeal to President Hayes in which he an- 
nounced that the situation in Indianapolis was “most critical and 
dangerous.” “The mob is the only supreme authority,” he warned, 
“[and] there may be an outbreak any moment.” No sooner was 
this sent off than General Spooner visited the strikers at the railroad 
yards and explained to them the legal issues involved in stopping 
trains on lines in receivership. The strikers immediately relinquished 
control, and thirty minutes later all such trains were on their way, 
manned by men who were later left unpaid for their services.'* 
Meanwhile, the U.S. Signal Service in Indianapolis was sending 
Hayes another view of the situation: “Not the least sign of violence,’ 
reported the sergeant in charge. But Gresham carried more weight, 
and Hayes casually ordered in two hundred U.S. troops from the 
South." 

On Friday morning, Gresham had the leaders of the strike in 
Indianapolis arrested, and that evening the federal soldiers arrived 
from Louisville. The following morning, General Spooner departed 
for Vincennes via Terre Haute, with fifty regulars, to open up the 
lines in receivership there and to arrest the chief troublemakers. 
After he had passed through Terre Haute and was in Vincennes, 
Gresham ordered him back again to open up the Vandalia line.*° 

The Vandalia, of course, was not in receivership, but Gresham 
had agreed to open the line anyway, as a courtesy to Riley McKeen. 
On the morning the troops were scheduled to pass through Terre 
Haute on their way to Vincennes, McKeen announced that he would 
reopen his yards in the afternoon. As the troops approached Terre 
Haute, the strikers relinquished the depot even before they arrived. 
After a short stop, the troops continued on to Vincennes. The strik- 
ers met, reaffirmed their demand for a 15 percent wage increase, 
and told McKeen that his action that morning had “insulted” them. 
After the meeting, many of the men reassembled at the depot.” 

McKeen did not respond to the latest message from his workers. 
Rather, with the support of many of Terre Haute’s “best people,” he 
wired Judge Gresham at Indianapolis the following request: “Engi- 
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neers refuse to run our trains. I trust you will let the United States 
soldiers remain here for a few days. Please answer.” Gresham im- 
mediately telegraphed Spooner at Vincennes, ordering him to re- 
turn to Terre Haute. He suggested that the troops in Terre Haute 
would “have a good moral effect, and would be conveniently placed 
for duty at either Vincennes or Evansville.” In conclusion, Gresham 
absolved Spooner in advance of any responsibility for violence in 
Terre Haute, although there had not even been a threat of vio- 
lence up to that point: “If the Vandalia strikers think the troops are 
to operate against them, you will not be responsible for their mis- 
take.” 

When Spooner’s troops arrived back in Terre Haute on Sunday, 
July 29, they found the depot again in the hands of the strikers. The 
general took command of a mail train staffed by master mechanics 
rather than by the regular engineers and, with his troops and with- 
out any violence, ran the train to Indianapolis. That same day, Mc- 
Keen promised he would not discriminate against any striker. The 
strikers capitulated without obtaining any of their demands. At a 
meeting that night, the men voted to return to work the following 
day. 

Secretary of the Navy Richard W. Thompson, a machine politi- 
cian from Indiana and former chief counsel for the Terre Haute & 
Indianapolis Railroad (who viewed the Great Strike as “nothing 
more or less than French communism... so entirely at war with 
the spirit of our institutions that it must be overcome”’’), wrote of 
the outcome in Terre Haute: “McKeen stood up firmly and man- 
fully and I regretted J was not at home to help him—or that I could 
not send him at least a company of my marines.” 

McKeen’s pledge of no recrimination against strikers proved as 
fragile as the doctrine of identity of interests. No sooner had the 
men returned than they were informed that some of the strikers 
would be suspended pending an investigation of charges against 
them.” On August 1, Mark Miller and three other strikers were ar- 
rested by order of Judge Gresham on federal charges of contempt 
of court. At their Indianapolis trial, Riley McKeen was the chief 
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prosecution witness. They were sentenced to periods of from thirty 
days to six months.” 

On this note, the Great Strike ended in Terre Haute. The strikers’ 
vision of class harmony had not been able to survive the presence 
of federal troops! 


PROCLAMATION. 


St. Louis, Mo., July 25th, 1877. 


FeLtow-Cirizexs: The daily press of the city—both English and German— 
persisting in misrepresentation of our movement in the present great struggle of 
our fellow-workinginen against the overbearing oppression of capitalists and 
monopolists,—we are compelled to issue the following in order to clear ourselves 
of the charges and abuses, which the daily press of St. Louis sees fit to throw 
upon us. Liberal thinking men may then judge, who is right and who is wrong. 

As you all well know, work is very scarce now in all branches, and the 
compensation for work done is so little, to make it almost impossible for any man 
to make his bare living, and it is utterly impossible for married men to support 
their families. Where shall this end? If now, during the summer season, such 
is the case, what shall we do next winter? Has our government done anything 
for us workingmen? We say No! emphatically No! hercfore, fellow-working- 
men, me MUST act ourselves, unless we want starvation to etare to our faces the 
coming winter. ‘There is only one way—Hlelp yourself! 

To this purpose a meeting was held last night at the Lucas Market, where 
the following resolutions were pussed ! 

Resolved, that we, the authorized executive committee of the Workingmen's 
party of the United States, do not hold ourselves responsible for any act of 
violence which may be perpetrated during the present excitement; but that we 
will do all that lies in our power to aid the authorities in keeping order and pre- 
venting acts of violence, and will do our utmost to detect and bring to punish- 
ment all guilty parties. We make an issue for our constitutional rights as 
American citizens—that is, the right of life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness. 
Our motto is, "Death to thieves, incendiaries and murderers.’ 

Resolved, that, as every man willing to perform a use to society is entitled 
to a living. therefore, if our present system of production and distribution fails to 
provide for our wants, it then becomes the duty of the government to enact such 
laws us will insure equal justice to all the people of the nation. 

Resolved, that, as the condition of an immense number of people now in forced 
idleness, and the great suffering for the necessaries of life caused by the monopoly 
in the hands of capitalists, appeals strongly to all industrial classes for prompt 
action, therefore, to avoid bioudshed or violence, we recominend a general strike of 
all branches of industry for eight hours as a day's work, and we call on the legis- 
lature for the immediate enactment of an eight hour law, and the enforcement of 
a severe penalty for its violation, and that the employment of all children under 
fourteen years of age be prohibited. 

Resolved, that it is our purpose never to give up the strike till these propo- 
sitions are enforced. The Executive Committee. 


Mitbürger! 

Da ein Theil der deutichen Preffe — die ,Weftliche Woft“—idh in gröbjter 
Lüge und Gemeinheit aber ung ergeht, fehen mir uns genöthigt, Euh Nachitebendes 
befannt gu geben, und dann mogt Shr alg billig dentende Menjhen urtheilen. 

Wie Cud Allen befannt ift, trogdem dah wir jest Sommerzeit haben, die Arbeits. 
lofigfeit allgemein, der Loha der nod) Arbeitenden aber fo niedrig, daf e8 einem le- 
digen Arbeiter faum moglich ift, fein Leben anftandig gu friften, nod viel weniger aber 
einem Familienvater. Wo foll dag Alles nod) hinaus? Wie muf es da erft im Win- 
ter werden? Hat unjere Regierung jhon irgend welde Sdritte gethan um die herr- 
hende Noth gu bejcitigen? — Nein! — Darum, Witarbeiter, mujjen wir unë jelbft 
beljen; fonit fonnen mtir naditen Winter in den Guppenanftalten oder als ,,Sramps" 
unjeren Unterhalt juden, mabrend unjcre Kinder in Lumpen gehen und verhungern 
mujfen. Darum fei unjere Loojung : VSelbfthualfe! 

Unt tun diefe nusgufabren bat die geftern Abend am Gucas-Marfet ftattgefundene, 
von mebr den Zehutaufend bejuchte Majfenveriammlung nadftehende Bejdliiffe gefaft : 

„òn Erwägung, dab die heutigen gejellidaftliden Cinrichtungen ciner grofen 
Maje unjerer Mitmenfdyen niht das Redt auf Leben erlauben, indem alle Produrte 
WD Peoductronemtte! pon den Vlonypolijten mit Befscag beleg’ find, werlanges roic, 
daf die Regierung dahin gehende Gefepe eclabt, welde jedem Meniden dag echt auf 
Arbeit und inithin auf Gebel garantiren. Er 

Um daher Biutvergieen und fonftigen drohenden Bortommmiffen in unferem 
Vande vorzubeugen, fordern wir die Arbeiter in allen Zweigen der Jnduftrie auf, die 
Urbeit einguftellen und fie nit früher aufzunehmen, big wir 

1. einen durdy dag Gejep garantirten adtitindigen Urbeitétag, und 

2. das Rerbot der Arbeit der Kinder miter 14 Jahren in den abriten—errungen. 

G8 jei ferner beidhlojen, daf wir, ald autorifirtes Grecutiv-Committee aller St. 
Wonijer Sectionen der Arbeiter- Partei der Ver. Staaten, nidt verantwortlidh find für 
irgend welde individuelle Gewaltthätigteiten, welde während eR iol Nuf- 
regung verübt werden mögen, fordern Daf wir nad Kraften darauf edadht jein werden, 
Diebjtable, Brandftiftungen n. f. tw. gu verhindern und die Berbreder den refpectivent 
Mutoritaten zu iberliefern. Wir machen died als anerfannte Bürger zu unjecec Haupt: 
pflidt. Unjer Motto ijt: Tod allen Dieven, Brandjtiftern und Mordern!” 

Das ECrecutiv-CGommittce. 


The Workingmen’s Party 
of the United States 


The Great Strike of 1877 occurred six years after the Paris Com- 
mune—the working class—led revolution which took power in that 
city on March 18, 1871, and, for the seventy-two days of its exist- 
ence, established a new type of state. The news of the “Revolution 
of March 18” produced a wave of fear throughout the established 
circles in both Europe and the United States. It soon became the 
practice to blame the social tensions in the United States on for- 
eign influence, and this technique was employed with increasing 
frequency during the economic crisis of the 1870s. During the 
troubles on the railroads in 1873-74, there were some references to 
the fact that the strikers were determined to establish a Commune 
in the United States. But it was in the Great Strike of 1877 that a 
large portion of the press came to view the outbreaks as the “long- 
matured concerted assertion of Communism throughout the Unit- 
ed States.” 

This theme did not emerge immediately. Indeed, at first even those 
newspapers that denounced the strike still found it possible to ex- 
press sympathy for the strikers. They insisted that it was impossible 
to equate the situation of workers, whose entire livelihood had been 


123 


124 THE GREAT LABOR UPRISING OF 1877 


threatened by the wage cuts, with that of the railroad stockholders, 
whose dividends may have been reduced. And they ridiculed man- 
agement’s defense that its salaries, too, had been cut 10 percent, 
along with the wages of the workingmen. As one newspaper re- 
plied: 


The officials can build palaces, the laborer can rent a hovel. 
The one can roll along in the bustling splendor of a four-in-hand, 
the other cannot hide the burnt and frost-bitten foot. These rail- 
road authorities can afford salaries that will secure the costliest 
luxuries but cannot grant enough to the beggared, starving, 
crushed laborer and his family to meet the commonest necessi- 
ties of life.” 


Even though these newspapers urged the strikers not to resort to 
violence in the justifiable redress of their grievances, several added 
the observation that in the face of management’s “arrogant impu- 
dence,” violent, and even revolutionary measures might be in or- 
der. “Certainly, rebellion against lawful authority is never lawful,” 
one paper put it, “but the principle that freed our nation from tyr- 
anny will free labor from domestic aggression.” The Missouri Re- 
publican, published in St. Louis, declared that “if the laboring men 
of this country must choose between revolution and abject sub- 
mission to the heartless demand of capital, they will certainly not 
be condemned by this journal if they prefer war to starvation.” 

But once the strike got under way, such expressions were no 
longer heard, and even before the great upheaval at Pittsburgh, 
the note of “Communism” was being injected into news and edi- 
torial columns alike. From the very outset of the strike in Mar- 
tinsburg, the fear was voiced that if the “great mobs” succeeded 
in imposing their terms on the railroads by violence, “commu- 
nism would be established in America.” Thus, as early as July 19, 
the Brooklyn Daily Eagle warned that the strike was endangering 
American society, and that it had to be dealt with as if it were an 
“insurrection,” and not just a “labor dispute”: 
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It is not pleasant to think of men being mowed down by sol- 
diers, but it will be a much worse spectacle for the country to 
have a mob triumphant in a state like West Virginia than to have 
the life blown out of men who refuse to recognize the right of 
every American to control his own labor and his own property. 
This is the nearest approach we have yet had to communism in 
America, and if we are to be saved from the darker horrors of 
that system, our authorities must act with unmistakable vigor in 
the present emergency.° 


The Pittsburgh massacres were viewed by the labor press as a prime 
example of corporate and military brutality.° But the commercial 
press unleashed a veritable barrage of editorials blaming the events 
of July 22 and 23 entirely on the communists. Some newspapers 
bluntly accused the Pittsburgh strikers of being communists (a fact 
which, according to the New York Tribune, “does not need demon- 
stration”), and reprinted the editorial in the Pittsburgh Leader which 
concluded that “the workingman in Pittsburgh is really a commu- 
nist, and there is no doubt that communistic ideas have widely 
spread.”* Most papers, however, insisted that it was not the strikers 
themselves who were responsible for the violence in Pittsburgh and 
other railroad centers, but rather a group of men who were neither 
railroad strikers nor their sympathizers. They were the “destruc- 
tionists,” who had been unleashed by a powerful, secret, oath-bound 
central organization headed by men who saw in the Great Strike a 
“golden opportunity to establish the Commune in the United States”: 


Secret meetings of the Communists were held at which com- 
mittees and sub-committees were appointed. . . . Each commit- 
tee was instructed to gather from the byways and dens and the 
hovels these miserables to follow the direction of these blind lead- 
ers of the blind. 


The labor upheaval of 1877, therefore, was “a concentrated 
scheme on the part of these non-working agitators” to precipi- 
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tate in the United States “a reign of disorder and pillage under 
cover of the railroad strike,” which would “end in a Communist 
America.” 

The “arch-conspirators” were sometimes referred to as the Broth- 
erhood of Locomotive Engineers, the Knights of Labor (“probably 
an amalgamation of the Molly Maguires and the Commune,” said 
one observer’), and more often as the “Internationalists” (the for- 
mer members of the American sections of the International Work- 
ingmen’s Association, the First International). But most often, the 
responsibility for the spread of the strike and the violence that ac- 
companied it was placed at the doorstep of the Workingmen’s 
Party of the United States (WPUS). According to newspaper ac- 
counts, there were party sections everywhere, and when the work- 
ers walked out, they turned to these sections for leadership: “It was 
said that this organization had not only money, but men with which 
to help the cause along.” Through its sixty thousand members (the 
figure most commonly used), the “Communist leaders” of the Work- 
ingmen’s Party took control of the uprisings, albeit behind the 
scenes: 


They do not appear at mass-meetings to roll out their fren- 
zied rhetoric. . .. From the seclusion of the Star Chamber they 


issue their orders. . . . Like Robespierre and his brace of Fellow 
Conspirators, they sit in darkness and plot against the life of the 
nation... 


This body, the Workingmen’s Party of the United States, has 
manipulated this labor revolution throughout the country since 
its inception. Every trades-union and labor organization is in- 
fected with members of the American Commune. !! 


This characterization of the force behind the Great Strike con- 
tinued to appear in the books published soon after the labor upris- 
ing. Allan Pinkerton, basing his conclusion on reports that he said 
had come from agents of his detective agency throughout the coun- 
try, maintained that the Great Strike was the “direct result” of the 
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activities of the Workingmen’s Party of the United States. “On ev- 
ery railroad that was held by lawless men, in every city where vio- 
lence reigned, . . . this accursed thing came to the surface,” Pinker- 
ton wrote in 1878. “If its members did not actually inaugurate the 
strikes, the strikes were the direct result of the communistic spirit 
spread through the ranks of railroad employes by communistic lead- 
ers and their teachings.” Joseph A. Dacus, another contemporary 
historian of the Great Strike, subscribed to the same idea: 


Taking advantage of the strikes of the railroad men, the 
“Workingmen’s Party of the United States” suddenly revealed 
itself in almost every city in the Union, not only as an element 
in the general disturbance, but as the prompting power in all 
the movements made subsequent to the transfer of the seat of 
the trouble from Martinsburg to the larger centers of popula- 
tion.” 


This tendency to view the Great Strike as the handiwork of the 
Workingmen’s Party of the United States persisted until at least 1937, 
when Ellis Paxton Oberholtzer, in the fourth volume of his History 
of the United States Since the Civil War, attributed the labor upris- 
ing to the “various agents” of the party. “Never before,” he wrote, 
“had its hand been so clearly seen.”'* 

Apart from their sinister implications, these comments about a 
party that was just celebrating its first birthday certainly gave it credit 
for an enormous amount of power and influence. But one must 
separate fact from fantasy in dealing with the actual role of the Work- 
ingmen’s Party in the Great Strike. 

The Workingmen’s Party of the United States was born at a con- 
gress held in Philadelphia from July 19 to 23, 1876. It was the sec- 
ond Marxist party established in any country, the first having been 
set up in Germany in 1875. Like the Social Democratic Party of 
Germany, the Workingmen’s Party of the United States was the re- 
sult of a merger of two socialist groups—the disciples of Kar] Marx 
and the followers of Ferdinand Lassalle. 
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For over a decade before the formation of the Workingmen’s Party 
of the United States, the Marxists, led by Friedrich A. Sorge, had 
made their influence felt through the American sections of the In- 
ternational Workingmen’s Association. Through the International, 
they had sought to build a trade union movement that would pro- 
vide the foundation for a socialist political movement and, at the 
same time, unite the German and other foreign-born workers with 
American workers in a joint struggle to improve the conditions of 
the working class and pave the way for a new social system.” 

Between 1869, when Section 1 was founded in New York City, 
and 1871, a number of sections were organized with a total mem- 
bership of five thousand. Most of them were German, but there 
were also Irish, Bohemian, French (exiled victims of the recently 
crushed Paris Commune), and American sections. The Interna- 
tional, however, was seriously weakened by internal dissension. For 
one thing, middle class reformers took over Section 12 in New York 
City, and a struggle broke out between these elements and the Marx- 
ists. For another, the Lassallean influence began to make itself felt 
in the various sections, and they also came into conflict with the 
Marxists. 

In keeping with Lassalle’s ideas, his followers in the United States 
argued that it was impossible for workers, under capitalism, to raise 
their wages above the bare minimum necessary to sustain life, and 
that the only way for them to escape from poverty and bondage 
was by establishing their own cooperative enterprises and using the 
ballot to obtain state aid for these cooperatives. The Lassalleans 
entered the trade unions and sought to convert them from organi- 
zations devoted to the struggle for higher wages, shorter hours, and 
other improvements in the lives of workers into associations con- 
centrating on cooperatives and on state aid to labor through the 
issuance of greenbacks. 

The Marxists fought both the middle class reformers and the 
Lassalleans in the American sections of the International. In 1872, 
Section 12 and other American sections that were dominated by 
middle class reformers were expelled by the General Council in 
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London. That same year, the headquarters of the International was 
moved from London to New York as Marx sought to prevent the 
Anarchists from taking it over. Sorge was entrusted with the re- 
sponsibility for maintaining the organization until such time as it 
could be returned to its place of origin.'° 

Under Sorge’s leadership, the Marxists in the International com- 
batted the Lassallean effort to convert the trade unions into purely 
political bodies. In this, they were guided by Marx through his cor- 
respondence with their leaders. The “final object” of the workers’ 
movement, Marx emphasized in letters to his American disciples,” 
was the “conquest of political power,” but such an accomplishment 
required “a previous organization of the working class developed 
up toa certain point, which itself arises from its economic struggles.” 
For this reason, both the “purely economic movement” of the work- 
ers (trade union efforts to force concessions directly from particu- 
lar employers through strikes) and the “political movement” (such 
as efforts to achieve an eight-hour law) merited support, because 
both were “a means of developing this organization.”'® 

The economic crisis of 1873 served to intensify the internal dis- 
sension within the International. While it gained prestige as the 
organizing center for the struggles of the unemployed, it is also true 
that the crisis tended to strengthen the position of the Lassalleans. 
Events seemed to reinforce their argument that trade unions, strikes, 
and unemployed demonstrations were useless, and that the only 
instrument for “lifting the yoke of capital” from labor was the bal- 
lot.” 

The Marxists did not reject political action; in fact, they believed 
that every class struggle was a political struggle. But they held that 
the time was not yet ripe for the formation of a workers’ party that 
would be strong enough to influence the elections. The trade unions, 
they contended, were the cradle of the labor movement, and it was 
the duty of the American sections of the International to both re- 
vive existing trade unions and to help in the organization of new 
ones. Unemployed demonstrations, far from being useless, helped 
secure relief for homeless and hungry families, stimulated workers 
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to think along socialist lines, and presented opportunities to bring 
home to workers the message that only under socialism would ex- 
ploitation of the masses cease.”° 

But the Lassalleans were confident that the situation was propi- 
tious for them to carry their policies into effect. In 1874, they left 
the International and established the Workingmen’s Party of Illi- 
nois in the West, and the Social-Democratic Workingmen’s Party 
of North America in the East. By February 1874, the Workingmen’s 
Party of Illinois was publishing a weekly organ in German, Vorbote, 
edited by the Lassallean, Karl Klinge. Vorbote placed great stress on 
the fundamental Lassallean demand—state aid to cooperative so- 
cieties. In keeping with Lassallean principles, it announced that the 
Workingmen’s Party would have nothing to do with trade union- 
ism, since “it never led to any lasting betterment for the working- 
men in the several trades.””! 

The Social-Democratic Workingmen’s Party of North America 
likewise emphasized that its object was to take “possession of po- 
litical power as a prerequisite for the solution of the labor ques- 
tion.” But within it were a number of Marxists, who constantly 
stressed the importance of combining trade union and political 
activities. As a result of their influence, the party gradually ap- 
proached the ideas of the International.” 

Events themselves also operated to heal the split between the Las- 
salleans and the Marxists. The Workingmen’s Party of Illinois met 
with complete failure at the ballot-box in the 1874 elections, thereby 
vindicating the Marxist contention that premature political action 
was futile if the workers were not organized into trade unions. Ap- 
plying the lessons of this experience, the advocates of trade union 
action in the Social-Democratic Workingmen’s Party were able to 
increase their influence. At a party convention in 1875, a resolution 
was adopted asserting that “under the present conditions the orga- 
nization of working people into trade unions is indispensable, and 
that each party member is obliged to become a member of the union 
of his trade, or to aid in establishing a trade union where none ex- 
ists.” The Socialist, English organ of the Social-Democratic Work- 
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ingmen’s Party, published in New York City, hailed the resolution 
and called for “the defense of the trade unions and their principles 
upon every occasion, in order that the reorganization of society 
may be speedily accomplished.” 

In Germany, meanwhile, a reconciliation had been achieved by 
the Lassalleans and Marxists. At the famous Gotha Congress of 1875, 
they finally worked out a program acceptable to both groups. While 
Marx, in his Critique of the Gotha Programme, criticized the con- 
cessions made to the Lassalleans, the Social Democratic Party that 
emerged from the unity congress was primarily Marxist in orienta- 
tion. The German example influenced socialists in the United States, 
and by the fall of 1875 socialist unity was the predominant issue in 
both Marxist and Lassallean circles.” 

On April 16, 1876, at a convention held in Pittsburgh, the first 
real steps were taken to achieve that goal. Although it was spon- 
sored by the Social-Democratic Workingmen’s Party, it was attended 
by socialists of all tendencies, and out of the gathering emerged a 
“Declaration of Unity” which proposed a unified movement to be 
called the “Socialist Labor Party of the United States of North 
America.” 

The “Declaration of Unity” issued a call for a unity congress to 
be held in Philadelphia toward the end of July 1876, to which the 
Social Democratic Workingmen’s Party, the International Work- 
ingmen’s Association, the Workingmen’s Party of Illinois, and the 
Social Political Laborers’ Union of Cincinnati would each send one 
delegate for every five hundred paying members in good standing. 
“Immediately after the completion of the labors of said congress,” 
the call went on, “all the societies therein represented shall enter 
the newly organized party.” 

First to arrive in Philadelphia were ten delegates representing 
the American sections of the International Workingmen’s Associa- 
tion. They came on July 15, 1876, and in less than a day the del- 
egates had dissolved the once-powerful International and entrusted 
its archives and documents to Sorge and Karl Speyer.” 

On July 19, the unity congress opened in Philadelphia. Seven 
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societies sent delegates, but only four of them were considered in 
good standing and entitled to representation. Seven delegates were 
accepted: Sorge and Otto Weydemeyer from the International; 
Conrad A. Conzett from the Workingmen’s Party of Illinois; Charles 
Braun from the Social Political Workingmen’s Society of Cincin- 
nati; and Adolph Strasser, Adolph Gabriel, and Peter J. McGuire 
from the Social Democratic Workingmen’s Party of North America. 
These seven delegates represented approximately three thousand 
organized socialists in the United States—635 in the International, 
593 in the Workingmen’s Party of Illinois, 250 in the Social Political 
Workingmen’s Society of Cincinnati, and 1,500 in the Social Demo- 
cratic Workingmen’s Party of North America. 

The unity congress lasted four days and established a united so- 
cialist party, called the Workingmen’s Party of the United States. 
(The word socialist in the name had been objected to in precon- 
vention discussion on the ground that it would frighten English- 
speaking workers, but one commentator observed shrewdly: “In 
any case, we will be called communists regardless of what name we 
adopt,” which proved to be an accurate prediction.) The platform 
was the result of a compromise. It adopted the trade union policies 
of the International, but conceded to the Lassallean request that a 
national instead of an international organization be established. On 
the key issues of political action and trade unionism, the platform 
said: 


The political action of the party is confined generally to ob- 
taining legislative acts in the interest of the working class proper. 
It will not enter into a political campaign before being strong 
enough to exercise a perceptible influence, and then in the first 
place locally in the towns or cities, when demands of purely lo- 
cal character may be presented, providing they are not in con- 
flict with the platform and principles of the party. 

We work for the organization of trades unions upon a na- 
tional and international basis to ameliorate the condition of the 
working people and seek to spread therein the above principles. 


Workingmen’s Party of the United States 133 


The National Executive Committee, which was based in Chicago, 
was dominated by the Lassalleans. A further concession was made 
to the Lassalleans in a resolution put forward by McGuire and op- 
posed by Sorge, Strasser, Weydemeyer, and Conzett. It empowered 
the executive committee to allow local sections to enter political 
campaigns when circumstances were considered favorable. Again 
over the objection of the Marxists, the platform endorsed the Las- 
sallean principle of governmental transfer of industrial enterprises 
to producers’ cooperatives. 

The Vorbote in Chicago and the Sozial-Demokrat in New York 
were designated as official organs, with the latter’s name being 
changed to Arbeiter-Stimme. The English-language organ of the 
Social Democratic Workingmen’s Party of North America was also 
declared an official organ. Its name was changed to Labor Standard, 
and J.P. McDonnell, a Marxist, was selected as editor. 

Neither the united party’s Declaration of Principles nor any of 
the eleven specific measures proposed “as a means to improve the 
condition of the working class” dealt with Black Americans,” but a 
resolution was adopted dealing with women’s rights. It acknowl- 
edged the “perfect equality of rights of both sexes,” but said noth- 
ing about women’s political rights. Instead, it emphasized that “the 
emancipation of women will be accomplished with the emancipa- 
tion of men, and the so-called women’s rights question will be solved 
with the labor question.””’ 

By the time the unity congress closed on July 22, 1876, a unified 
socialist party, Marxist in orientation, had come into existence in 
the United States for the first time. In order not to endanger this 
unity, the congress made no provision for a referendum vote on the 
actions taken there, and the Workingmen’s Party of the United States 
began functioning immediately. Its existence was noted in the New 
York Times of August 11, 1876, which began the process of exagger- 
ating its strength by stating that the new party “now numbers over 
fifty thousand members.” 

It is likely that the organization had less than three thousand 
members at the time of its founding. But whatever its size, by the 
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first week in August the Workingmen’s Party of the United States 
was a functioning organization, and the Labor Standard expressed 
optimism that as its principles became known, more and more 
workingmen would be “falling into the ranks of the Workingmen’s 
Panta 

For several months after the unity congress, the Marxists seemed 
confident that the opposition to trade unionism in socialist ranks 
had been more or less laid to rest, and that the time was ripe for a 
drive to bring the workers into the trade unions. The disastrous 
decline in membership that the unions had suffered since 1873 made 
the need for organizing drives more urgent than ever, and the Marx- 
ists were convinced that the Workingmen’s Party of the United States 
had to spearhead these campaigns.*' At a meeting of the New York 
American section of the party in October 1876, the Marxists, lead 
by J.P. McDonnell, joined forces with Adolph Strasser and several 
other former members of the Social Democratic Workingmen’s 
Party of North America to adopt a resolution which read: 


Whereas trade unions are organized for the protection of the 
working classes against the rapacity of the employing class. 

Be it resolved—That we recognize the Trade Unions as a great 
lever by which the working class will be economically emanci- 
pated, and we consider it the duty of all the members of the 
W.P.U.S. to support and promote their Trade Unions. 

Be it further resolved that the organization of Trade Unions 
on a national as well as international basis is highly desirable.” 


The former Internationalists and their supporters saw trade 
unionism as a necessary prelude to working class politics and ex- 
pected the new party to pursue this course in accordance with the 
platform and principles adopted at the founding congress. But the 
Lassalleans, who preached political action first and foremost, were 
determined to ignore and eventually revise the mandate of the unity 
congress that political campaigns be organized only when the party 
was “strong enough to exercise a perceptible influence.” As early as 
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September 1876, they won an important victory when the Las- 
sallean-dominated National Executive Committee granted the New 
Haven section the right to engage in electoral campaigns. With the 
encouragement of the executive committee, New Haven nominated 
a ticket in the fall election of 1876, and was speedily followed by 
sections in Milwaukee, Cincinnati, and Chicago—all in defiance of 
the official platform. When the electoral results showed that the 
socialist candidates in New Haven, Chicago, and Cincinnati had 
gained large votes, and that six socialists had been elected in Mil- 
waukee, the Lassalleans were more determined than ever to ignore 
the official regulations.*’ Indeed, Peter J. McGuire, their leader, in- 
sisted that as long as the depression continued, it was pointless to 
try to organize the workers into trade unions or for any other type 
of economic activity: “As long as the times are such that the major- 
ity of the people can just barely live they will suffer on.”™ 

Thus, on the eve of the great social explosion that was to dis- 
prove McGuire's thesis, the Workingmen’s Party of the United States 
was being torn apart by the conflict between the “trade union” and 
“political action” socialists. In an article published in the early 1890s 
in Die Neue Zeit, the theoretical journal of the Social Democratic 
Party of Germany, Sorge noted that while the unity congress united 
the socialist movement, “no real unity reigned among the disparate 
elements, that is no unity which was based on conformity of prin- 
ciples and tactics, and thus disagreements soon broke out again.” 

Preoccupied with internal issues, the socialists in the Working- 
men’s Party of the United States played no part in instigating the 
Great Strike. After studying the manuscript minutes of the Hoboken 
and Philadelphia sections, Robert V. Bruce concludes that “the 
members... showed not the slightest advance knowledge of the 
great labor uprising.” The same can be said for every other sec- 
tion. Certainly, the newly organized party had had little contact with 
railroad workers during its first year of existence. In the summer of 
1876, the Cincinnati section had adopted resolutions condemning 
the labor policies of the Ohio & Mississippi Railroad, whose work- 
ers were on strike, and had urged the revocation of its charter. The 
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section had forwarded the resolutions to the strikers, but after the 
Lassalleans took control, it became so involved in political cam- 
paigning that it failed to follow up these contacts. When the great 
upheaval of 1877 started, only one member of the Workingmen’s 
Party appears to have had any close contacts with the railroad work- 
ers—Harry Eastman, a machinist in East St. Louis.” 

Nevertheless, as we shall now see, once the strikes got under way, 
the Workingmen’s Party of the United States did become deeply 
involved in the titanic struggle, and in at least one key center, took 
over its leadership.” 


The WPUS and the Great Strike, I: 
New York City, Louisville, 


and Cincinnati 


On Saturday, July 22, the Chicago-based National Executive Com- 
mittee of the Workingmen’s Party of the United States met, and 
decided to issue an appeal calling upon all workingmen to assist 
the strikers “in the warfare which they are now waging in defense 
of justice and equal rights.” A subcommittee was appointed to draft 
the appeal. Meanwhile, a telegram was sent to President P.M. Arthur, 
head of the Brotherhood of Locomotive Engineers, pledging the 
assistance of the WPUS to his union.’ That same afternoon, the 
NEC issued a communiqué to all sections, supporting the strikers 
and advancing demands for the eight-hour workday and for the 
nationalization of the railroads and telegraph lines. In view of the 
fantasies surrounding the party’s activities before and during the 
Great Strike, it is worth reprinting this document in its entirety: 


A CIRCULAR. 

To all sections of the Workingmen’s Party of the United States: 
COMRADES—In the desperate struggle for existence now be- 
ing maintained by the workingmen of the great railroads through 
the land we expect that every member will render all possible 
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moral and substantial assistance to our brethren in misfortune, 
and support all reasonable measures which may be found neces- 
sary by them. 

(Signed) 

THE EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE 

PHILIP VAN PATTEN, Corresponding Secretary 


~ To all labor organizations and working men in general: 

Comrades, we call your attention to the following questions, 
believing that the measures suggested will, if adopted, soon solve 
the difficulty now pending on all the great railroad lines of the 
land: 

1. Proper steps should be taken by the National Government 
to enable it to take possession of and operate all the railroads 
and telegraph lines in the country, as is now done in all of the 
most advanced countries of Europe, thus destroying the greatest 
and most powerful monopolies of modern times. 

2. The establishment in every State and by the National Gov- 
ernment of an eight-hour work day, thus absorbing all the idle 
workmen whose ever-increasing number constantly added to by 
the rigid introduction of labor-saving machinery, is a constant 
menace to all those fortunate enough to have employment, and 
must inevitably reduce wages to a rate consistent with the stan- 
dard of living of the most ignorant and uneducated workers, 
whose labor can be utilized. 

(Signed) 

EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE 
Workingmen’s Party of the United States. 
VAN PATTEN, Corresponding Secretary’ 


Thus, a week after the strike got under way, the National Execu- 
tive Committee was plainly seeking to provide organizational lead- 
ership and a program for the developing strike movement. But af- 
ter issuing the first communiqué, it was unable to give cohesion to 
the strikes in a score of local communities. Members of the NEC 
became preoccupied with events in Chicago. Consequently, the party 
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section in each city was left on its own, and its role in the Great 
Strike varied from city to city. One thing, however, was constant: in 
no city did the Workingmen’s Party of the United States advocate 
armed insurrection, and everywhere its influence on the 1877 strikes 
was a moderating one. 

In some cities, the party exercised no influence at all. With less 
than 4,500 members, many of whom could hardly speak English,’ 
and with sections in only certain urban centers, the party played no 
role whatsoever in the strikes in Martinsburg and other parts of 
West Virginia; in Baltimore and other areas of Maryland; in Hor- 
nellsville and Buffalo, New York, or in Terre Haute and Indianapo- 
lis, Indiana. Even in Pittsburgh, where editorials and articles charged 
that the events of July 22 and 23 were the result of the party’s work, 
the WPUS appears to have exercised no influence. Not a single Pitts- 
burgh paper mentioned the presence of one member of the party 
among the strikers or “the mob” in general. A study of the more 
than one thousand pages of the Report of the Committee Appointed to 
Investigate the Railroad Riots in July, 1877, the Pennsylvania 
legislature’s inquiry into the Great Strike in the commonwealth, does 
not reveal a single reference to the influence of the Workingmen’s 
Party in the strikes in Pittsburgh, Reading, Harrisburg, Allegheny 
City, Allentown, Scranton, or the other Pennsylvania centers. It is 
also significant that in his survey of the origins and development 
of the Great Strike, J.P. McDonnell, editor of the party’s leading 
English-language organ, Labor Standard, not only denied that the 
labor uprising in any railroad center was organized by its members, 
but did not list a single party meeting in support of the strikers in 
West Virginia, Maryland, Indiana, Hornellsville, Buffalo, Roches- 
ter, Syracuse, Albany, Pittsburgh, Reading, or Scranton.’ 

In some cities, the WPUS confined itself to a single meeting ex- 
pressing sympathy with the strikers. In San Francisco, the leaders 
of the party were able to hold a meeting on July 23 on the sandlots 
in front of the city hall “To Sympathize With the Strikers in the 
East,” but only after they had promised that there would be neither 
threats of violence nor incendiary language. The meeting was ad- 
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dressed by party organizer James d’Arcy, D.J.H. Swain, Mrs. Laura 
Hendricks, and others. They denounced the railroads and voiced 
support for the eastern railway strikers. Resolutions were adopted 
expressing sympathy for the strikers, attacking the evils of “watered 
stock,” opposing the granting of franchises, land, and money sub- 
sidies to private parties, deprecating the encroachment of capital 
on the rights and privileges of the people, and demanding immedi- 
ate action by the state and federal governments to provide public 
works for the unemployed. 

When the huge sandlot meeting, which was attended by at least 
eight thousand people, erupted into anti-Chinese violence which 
led to several days of attacks on the Chinese sections of the city, the 
two local sections of the WPUS canceled all future meetings and 
issued a circular that read: “Citizens and comrades: Our cause lives 
only through law, order and good government.” The party ap- 
plauded the Committee of Safety that was formed by businessmen 
to combat the anti-Chinese rioters.° 

In Boston, Paterson, and Newark, the WPUS sections held one 
rally of sympathy with the strikers, expressed their opposition to law- 
lessness, and condemned the use of “military power.” Before adjourn- 
ing, the Boston meeting also endorsed the program outlined in Van 
Patten’s communiqué, calling for the eight-hour day and the nation- 
alization of the railroads.‘ The sections in Philadelphia called several 
meetings, but Mayor William S. Stokley, overlooking the fact that 
the act of the Pennsylvania legislature of May 13, 1850 (on which he 
based his action), did not authorize either the banning or dispersal 
of peaceful assemblies, invoked the act to ban public gatherings al- 
together. He also acted without legal authority to double the police 
force by adding 1,200 men. (The mayor’s sole authority for this 
action came from a Committee of Safety, made up of 200 citizens, 
mainly businessmen, which he had appointed.) Thus, when large 
groups of workers attempted to meet under the auspices of the 
Workingmen’s Party, the police charged the gathering and broke it 
up. Police arrested Workingmen’s Party leader Joseph Steiner on a 
charge of inciting to riot when he persisted in an attempt to address 
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the peaceful assembly. They then confiscated all copies of the Labor 
Standard, which listed meetings scheduled by the Workingmen’s 
Party in Philadelphia by specific dates and times. 

When the party again attempted to hold a meeting, the police 
once more moved in and broke it up. This time, William McBride, 
a young worker, was killed by a police bullet in the back of his head. 
After this tragedy, the Workingmen’s Party again tried to hold a 
meeting, and this time they took the precaution of presenting the 
resolutions to be presented at a meeting to the mayor. These up- 
held the strikers, but objected strenuously to the “wanton destruc- 
tion of property” and promised to use only “honorable and lawful 
means’ in support of the strike. However, once again the meeting 
was banned. A committee was dispatched to Mayor Stokley to de- 
mand that he uphold the right of peaceable assembly. The mayor 
responded that there would be no meetings permitted “for the 
present.” With that, the Philadelphia sections of the Workingmen’s 
Party gave up and announced that they would concentrate instead 
on organizing workers into trade unions.’ 

Only one Philadelphia paper, the Record, condemned Mayor 
Stokley’s autocratic conduct, and asked if the mayor had decided 
to make himself “king of the city.” A Philadelphia worker was more 
vehement in his criticism. Writing in the Labor Standard, he com- 
plained: “We—the free men of the great Republic, who habitually 
boasted of the freedom of our land are here at once brought to the 
condition of the European.” None of the critics pointed out that 
Philadelphia was the largest stockholder of the Pennsylvania Rail- 
road Company; that Mayor Stokley regularly served as chairman of 
the annual meetings of stockholders, and that he and the other lead- 
ing city officials had “strong financial reasons” for wanting the strike 
speedily crushed and all strike sympathizers silenced.’ 

In New York City, on Wednesday, July 25, red flags were flying on 
the Bowery; and that night, in the glare of hundreds of torches, a 
crowd of some twenty thousand listened to socialist orators at a 
meeting sponsored by the Workingmen’s Party. Only at the last 
minute did the party get permission to hold its assemblage at Tomp- 
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kins Square, scene of the brutal 1874 police attack on men, women, 
and children gathered at an unemployed demonstration. When 
Justus Schwab (himself a victim of the 1874 attack) applied to the 
park commissioner on July 23 for permission to hold the meeting, 
the commissioner indicated his clear displeasure. “You mustn’t make 
such a disturbance as you made there in 1874,” said the commis- 
sioner. “Mr. Commissioner,’ Schwab shot back, “[that] you made 
in 1874.” After conferring with municipal authorities, the commis- 
sioner and Mayor Ely granted the party’s request, and the meeting 
was scheduled for Wednesday evening, July 25.° 

City authorities immediately took measures to prevent “another 
Pittsburgh.” All police leaves were canceled, and the First and Sec- 
ond divisions of the New York National Guard were called out. 
Tompkins Square was connected to the armories by telegraph wires; 
the New York Central’s roundhouse and depot were garrisoned; 
two Gatling guns were placed at the heads of Wall and Pine streets, 
and seventy-five volunteers were mustered to protect the United 
States Subtreasury building. Finally, on Wednesday afternoon, two 
hundred policemen were assigned to the meeting, six hundred were 
put on reserve nearby, and over a thousand sailors and marines 
were held ready. It was estimated that 8,000 rifles and 1,200 clubs 
stood ready to put down a “Communist riot.”!! All day long, tele- 
grams had been pouring into the city from mayors and governors 
who were worried that a large riot in New York would start more 
difficulties in their own areas, and who pleaded with Mayor Ely to 
call off the meeting. But Ely stuck doggedly to his decision. “The 
Dreaded Assemblage” took place, but not the expected riot.!” 

Not that the crowd was not angry. The previous Sunday, Rever- 
end Henry Ward Beecher, speaking before his wealthy Brooklyn con- 
gregation, had infuriated the workingmen of New York City when 
he asked, “Is the working class oppressed?” and replied, “Yes, un- 
doubtedly it is.” Nevertheless, he went on: 


God has intended the great to be great and the little to be 
little. ... The trade union, originated under the European sys- 
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tem, destroys liberty. . . . I do not say that a dollar a day is enough 
to support a man and five children if he insists on smoking and 
drinking beer. ... But the man who cannot live on bread and 
water is not fit to live.” 


John Swinton, editorial writer for the New York Sun and labor 
champion, who had led the protests against the 1874 Tompkins 
Square outrage,'* opened the meeting with a biting attack on the 
Brooklyn preacher: 


It gives me great pleasure in gazing upon this immense mul- 
titude to be able to say you don’t look like a mob of rioters; that, 
on the contrary, it seems to me that you are quite as good-look- 
ing, in my opinion, as Henry Ward Beecher’s church, for instance. 


It was more than a little presumptuous, Swinton continued, for 
a man like Beecher, who earned at least $30,000 a year, to advise 
workingmen to be satisfied with a dollar a day and a diet of “bread 
and water.” Of course, it was not a diet Beecher recommended to 
everyone: “The rich should have bread and meat and wine, but the 
workingmen should have bread and water.”? 

Turning to the issue that had brought the vast audience together, 
Swinton praised the Pennsylvania Sixteenth Regiment for refusing 
to fire on the strikers at Reading: 


Glory, gentlemen! Glory to the militiamen who refused to 
fire on these men! (Cheers.) Glory, glory to that brave regiment. 
(Cheers.) Glory to the 16th Pennsylvania! (Cheers.) Let us send 
the echo of these cheers to Pennsylvania, and to that 16th Regi- 
ment, and let them know that a hundred thousand stalwart voices 
in New York were raised in acclaim of glory on such patriotism, 
and honor, and courage.’® 


After this, Leander Thompson, secretary of the New York section, 
read the resolutions submitted by the Workingmen’s Party with re- 
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gard to the Great Strike (which the New York Times somewhat disap- 
pointedly described as “only half as inflammatory as it was antici- 
pated they would be”).'’ They expressed the “heartfelt sympathy” of 
the workingmen of New York with the “railroad men on strike in 
different localities of the country,” denounced all corporations as 
“the most despotic enemies of the working classes,” urged the work- 
ing class of the country to unite in their own political party as soon 
as possible in order to emancipate themselves, and concluded with 
the assertion that while the Workingmen’s Party of the United States 
stood for law and order, once in power, it would confiscate the wealth 
of the corporations for the benefit of the workers." 

Then an address to President Hayes was read, pointing out that 
three million of the “bone and sinew of the country” were “wan- 
dering vagabonds,” while “a large portion” of those employed were 
“on the verge of starvation.” Yet all the government had thus far 
been able to offer these unfortunate Americans was “the hangman’s 
rope and the soldier’s bullet.” The calling out of troops in the 
struggle between the railroad workers and miners and the corpora- 
tions, it declared, was a foolhardy blunder, since it showed the work- 
ing classes that their government served only the interests of the 
corporations. The address went on to note that although the gov- 
ernment was supposedly committed to a laissez faire policy, it had 
consistently legislated in behalf of capital and ignored labor. This 
was the primary cause of the Great Strike, and the only way to pre- 
vent future outbreaks like it was to seize control of the nation’s trans- 
portation and communication system and its banks. Unless the 
trend in favor of capital was halted, the nation would face a revolu- 
tion of the “white wage slaves of the North” which would cost the 
Republic “more blood and treasure than ever the emancipation of 
the black chattel slaves of the South did. . . .” It was up to President 
Hayes, the address concluded, to prevent this awful calamity by prov- 
ing that the government understood that “the prosperity and per- 
petuity of this nation rests upon the principle of justice to labor”? 

After the resolutions and the address to the president had been 
approved, Thompson launched into a long attack on corruption in 
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government circles. He charged that such corruption was inherent 
in the political structure of the United States government and re- 
ferred sarcastically to Hayes’s current civil service reform as a mere 
change of officers that would not end the “boodling.” He recom- 
mended that the United States transform itself into a socialist state 
and thereby eliminate class inequalities. 

After a series of speeches in German at a separate stand, in which 
the substance of the proceedings was repeated, the meeting broke 
up quietly. On their way home, many members of the audience were 
repeatedly attacked by the police, who had apparently been spoil- 
ing for a fight.” 

The fact that there had been no mention in any of the speeches 
at the meeting or in the resolutions and address to President Hayes 
of either trade unionism or the need for workers to organize more 
effectively on the economic front stirred the Marxists in the New 
York section of the Workingmen’s Party to call another mass meet- 
ing the following night to voice the sympathy of the trade unions 
for the strikers. Present on the platform when the Cooper Union 
meeting got under way were delegates representing the custom tai- 
lors, ladies’ shoemakers, bootmakers, cabinetmakers, carvers, 
cigarmakers, fresco painters, and the typographical unions. The chief 
speaker of the evening was J.P. McDonnell, Marxist editor of the 
Labor Standard. He pointed out that since the onset of the panic in 
1873, American workers had been engaged “in a sort of guerrilla 
warfare for their rights” in order to survive, and yet had been un- 
able to avoid being reduced to “the verge of starvation.” Still, he 
contended, these struggles were not in vain, for they had “culmi- 
nated in the present revolt against oppression,” and no matter how 
quickly the Great Strike would end, and regardless of the final out- 
come, it would “leave marks behind that will never be forgotten.” It 
revealed, for example, the identity of interests of workers through- 
out the nation. Workers in every city, town, and village now saw 
that “they could not live in decency”; and, without prearrangement, 
they had “resolved to make a determined stand against their op- 
pressions.” The Workingmen’s Party of the United States had had 
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nothing to do with initiating or spreading the labor uprising: “There 
was no concert of action at the start. It spread because the work- 
men of Pittsburgh felt the same oppression that was felt by the 
workmen of West Virginia and so with the workmen of Chicago 
and St. Louis.” It was, in short, a spontaneous uprising against op- 
pression, without careful premeditation or organization. 

Then again, McDonnell went on, the Great Strike had revealed 
in one fell swoop that all obstacles to working class unity could 
vanish in the crucible of the class struggle: 


It was a grand sight to see in West Virginia, white and colored 
men standing together, men of all nationalities in one supreme 
contest for the common rights of workingmen. (Loud cheers.) 
The barriers of ignorance and prejudice were fast falling before 
the growing intelligence of the masses. Hereafter there shall be 
no north, no south, no east, no west, only one land of labor and 
the workingmen must own and possess it. (Tremendous applause. ) 


But, he insisted, unity and militancy were not enough: “We must 
organize. Unorganized we are a mob and rabble; organized in one 
compact body we are a power to be respected. (Cheers.)” And if the 
workers permitted themselves to be fleeced by the employers, it was 
their own fault: 


You have neglected your unions and allowed yourselves to be 
led by the nose by every swindling politician. (Applause.) You 
are sheep without a shepherd. Union is your shepherd. Union 
thorough and complete—if you had that, do you think that one 
man could by nod of his head sentence you and your families to 
starvation? All this could be done without shedding a drop of 
blood or burning one depot. It is only the desperation of mad- 
ness that prompts such acts, but it is justifiable because human 
nature cannot lie down to die. (Applause and cheers.) Do not be 
rash; you have no power because you have no organization. This 
you can do, you men of different trades—join under the banner 
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of your trade unions and become one powerful national federa- 
tion. Then you can do something; then you can become a power 
that no one can afford to despise. 


Adolph Strasser, of both the Workingmen’s Party and the Cigar- 
makers’ Union, echoed McDonnell’s advice in German. “Fellow 
workingmen,” he pleaded to great applause, “organize yourself, or- 
ganize your trade unions, form a state central committee and a na- 
tional union of all trade unions, and we shall be able successfully to 
resist the tyrannical capitalists.” The resolutions, unanimously 
adopted, stressed the same theme. After voicing a “strong protest 
against the manner in which the militia have been used against the 
people,” and offering “fraternal greeting to the volunteer soldiers 
who fraternized with their fellow workmen,” expressing “sincere 
sympathy with the railroad men and others who are now on strike,” 
and pledging “to use every effort to render financial aid not only to 
the men on strike but to those work-people who have suffered by 
it,’ the resolutions concluded: 


That it is the imperative duty of all workingmen to organize 
in trade unions and to aid in establishing a National Federation 
of all trades so that combined Capital can be successfully resisted 
and overcome.” 


Thus, while both wings of the Workingmen’s Party in New York 
had spoken out in support of the strikers, each offered a different 
solution for the problems facing American workers. The Lassalleans 
called for immediate political action of labor while the Marxists 
urged the rebuilding of the trade unions, organization of new 
unions, and the establishment of a powerful national federation of 
trade unions. Having expressed these views, the New York City sec- 
tions of the Workingmen’s Party ceased their activity with respect 
to the strike for its duration. 

On July 1, the Louisville & Nashville Railroad began cutting wages 
10 percent. When this was accepted without a strike, the Louisville, 
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Cincinnati & Lexington Railroad, commonly known as the “Short 
Line,” announced a similar 10 percent wage reduction to take effect 
on August 1. Even this did not disturb the Louisville Courier-Jour- 
nal, which predicted that while disorders were the rule elsewhere, 
the working class of Louisville was too wise to wage war against 
their bread providers. But the paper soon had to swallow its words. 
On Sunday, July 22, informal groups of railroad workers began meet- 
ing to discuss their problems, and the next day a committee of Lou- 
isville Short Line employees was formed. Since John MacLeod, re- 
ceiver for the line, was out of town and could not be contacted, the 
committee called on Chancellor H.W. Bruce at Chancery Court and 
requested that he rescind the wage cut order. Bruce acceded to their 
request. 

That same evening, the railroad workers of the Louisville & Nash- 
ville line, except for the firemen and engineers, met at the Falls City 
Hall. They appointed a committee to meet the next day with Dr. 
E.D. Standiford, president of the Louisville & Nashville, and to 
present three demands: (1) all laboring men should receive a mini- 
mum of $1.50 per day; (2) all brakemen and switchmen should re- 
ceive $2.00 per day; and (3) all other employees should have their 
pre-July 1 wages restored to them. The committee was instructed 
to inform Dr. Standiford that he would have until 5 p.m. that day to 
answer; if the demands were refused, the Louisville & Nashville 
workers would quit.” 

On the morning of July 24, the committee visited Dr. Standiford 
and were told that even though they did not represent the engi- 
neers and firemen, he would restore the wages in existence prior to 
July 1.” The news of this concession stirred other workers in Louis- 
ville, including, in the words of the Courier-Journal reporter, some 
“idle negroes,’ led by “a strange one from Cincinnati” called “Buffalo 
Bill.” They made the rounds of sewer construction projects and 
“induced” the men working on the sewers to strike for $1.50 per 
day instead of the prevailing $1.00. The Black sewer workers joined 
the demonstrators. The Courier-Journal stressed the fact that few 
whites were among the demonstrators, and described the sewer 
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strikers as “half-dressed, dirty-looking persons, evidently belong- 
ing to the worst class of colored men, . . . armed with jacks, shovels, 
and some with pieces of wood and sticks?”™ Later, Allan Pinkerton 
also emphasized the predominance of Blacks among the demon- 
strators, adding the gratuitous slur that anyone understanding the 
“mercurial nature of that childish and ignorant race” should know 
that Blacks require “but the veriest trifle to stimulate them into 
making a show of themselves.” 

At around noon, the striking sewer workers reached the water- 
works project at Crescent Hill, where about 370 men were employed 
at wages ranging from $1.00 to $1.28 per day. There the strikers 
announced that the men would not be allowed to continue to work 
until their wages were raised to $1.50 per day. Workers stopped what 
they were doing, and a number joined the ranks of the marchers. 
From the waterworks, the group marched to the center of the city, 
dwindling in size to about fifty persons, and by 4:30 p.m. they dis- 
persed.” 

While the strikers were making the rounds of the sewer con- 
struction projects, Mayor Charles D. Jacob issued a proclamation 
to the Louisville workingmen, admonishing them to preserve or- 
der, not to listen to any “incendiary language,’ and “to heed not 
the talk of idle and worthless creatures who, unwilling to work them- 
selves, would gladly get you in trouble, that they may feast upon 
your misfortune.” He claimed that in other cities, it had been “va- 
grants and tramps” who had caused the trouble, while the “poor 
workingmen” had to bear the “burden of the outbreak.” 

During the afternoon, a number of leading citizens met at the 
request of Mayor Jacob and Police Chief Colonel Isaac W. Edwards 
and organized themselves to defend the city from any attack. City 
Hall was converted into a virtual fortress, and a detachment of sev- 
eral hundred men was dispatched to pick up arms and ammuni- 
tion from the Frankfort Arsenal. 

That evening, following a meeting in front of the courthouse 
during which Mayor Jacob was shouted down when he tried to read 
his proclamation, a procession was formed, and an estimated six 
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hundred persons, prominent among whom were the Black sewer 
workers, headed for the railroad depot. With stones that lay at hand 
near street excavations, the paraders shattered street lamps, one by 
one, broke windows in the homes of wealthy residents, and smashed 
the windows at the freight depot of the Louisville & Nashville Rail- 
road. At the depot, a police contingent, with some difficulty, arrested 
two white men and one Black, who were accused of being the lead- 
ers. But the remaining paraders proceeded up Broadway, “yelling 
like fiends,” and continued to break the windows of homes of the 
wealthy. When the crowd reached the Short Line depot, fifty armed 
police opened fire, and the crowd dispersed. By midnight, the streets 
were quiet. Seven hundred militiamen, many of them “influential 
and wealthy citizens,” were on duty to assist the 175 policemen.” 

The Workingmen’s Party of the United States in Louisville had 
played no part whatsoever in the demonstration. While the crowds 
were parading through the streets, its English and German sections 
met jointly, appointed a committee to canvass every ward of the 
city to raise funds for the benefit of the strikers, and adopted reso- 
lutions expressing “deep regret of the recent vast destruction of 
property at Pittsburgh,” but proclaiming the “necessity of work- 
ingmen all over this land taking a positive and emphatic stand for 
the rights of the laboring class of mankind.” While fully support- 
ing the striking railroad workers and urging a “restoration of the 
ten per cent, recently cut off their pay,” the Workingmen’s Party of 
Louisville expressed itself as “unfavorable to strikes,” and as con- 
vinced that “the ballot-box is the medium between us and capital.” 
It cordially invited “all workingmen to join in the Workingmen’s 
Party of the United States”: 


Let us present one unbroken front, we with our ballots and 
the capitalists with their dollars, and if we are true to ourselves 
victory will perch upon our banners. 


The Louisville Courier-Journal reported the proceedings with 
some surprise: “The meeting was very quiet and orderly, and the 
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feeling, though earnest and decided, was not in the least violent or 
incendiary.”*° 

In spite of this, Mayor Jacob failed to include the Workingmen’s 
Party in a proclamation he issued at 2:20 a.m. on July 25, praising 
all who had not joined the “brutal, cowardly mob,” and especially 
commending the veteran soldiers, men who had “adorned the Blue 
and honored the Gray,” for subduing these “creatures” who were 
“brutes lower than those of the animal creation.”*! On the morn- 
ing of the twenty-fifth, the mayor sent a telegram to Governor James 
B. McCreary, requesting additional men, ammunition, and guns, 
and the governor responded by sending several hundred rifles by 
special train. In addition, four hundred troops were ordered to pro- 
ceed to Louisville to afford protection against further disorders.” 

That Wednesday, the wildest excitement prevailed in Louisville. 
Striking laborers marched through the city, and business was com- 
pletely suspended. With over a thousand men enrolled in the militia, 
the mayor anxiously awaited the arrival of United States troops. The 
police angrily denied the charge that they had fired only blank car- 
tridges at the mob on the previous night, asserting that live ammu- 
nition had been used and that, in fact, several workers had been 
wounded. At the Short Line and the Louisville & Nashville Railroad, 
workers, with arms in hand, were guarding the railroad property. 

At just about this time, young Louis Brandeis, recently gradu- 
ated from Harvard Law School, returned from a party with his 
brother and found that the large front window of his family home 
had been smashed. The businessmen of Louisville held a long meet- 
ing to consider what should be done, and the Brandeis brothers 
joined the militia and patrolled the streets.” 

“All’s Well,” the Courier-Journal reported, as it hailed the armed 
citizens who had patrolled the city, and wrote almost poetically: 


The silver moon is shining with luminous serenity upon 
homes peaceful and secure, while the only sounds that break up- 
on the midsummer night air are the steady tramp of the patrol 
and the occasional hoof-clatter of the mounted guard.” 


152 THE GREAT LABOR UPRISING OF 1877 


The Workingmen’s Party of Louisville was totally uninvolved in 
any of the exciting events of July 25 and 26. The English section 
actually condemned the “lawlessness” of the “mob” when it ap- 
plied for permission from Mayor Jacob to hold a meeting in Phoe- 
nix Hall Park. It even cited as evidence of its noninvolvement in the 
“mob’s activities,” the fact that the windows of the home of M.J. 
Nolan, secretary of the section, had been smashed, along with those 
of the wealthy residents.” The permission was granted, and the 
English section of the Louisville WPUS did hold a meeting on July 
27, at which the speakers stressed that the party “deprecated the 
spirit of violence which had manifested itself all over the country,” 
and which had “made itself felt even in our own city”; that it op- 
posed “riots and mob violence,” and counseled “moderation and 
peace in resistance to the oppression of capital.” More than that, 
the party urged the workingmen to develop a “feeling of reciproc- 
ity with the capitalist, consistent with their interests and their dig- 
nity as men and citizens” (whatever that meant). It also announced 
that it rejected strikes, and instead “urged the necessity of finding a 
remedy for all evils at the ballot box.”* 

It was here that one of the instances of the fact and fantasy sur- 
rounding the Workingmen’s Party manifested itself. Although the 
Louisville Courier-Journal published the remarks of the speakers 
quoted above, it nevertheless denounced them editorially as “the 
enemies of organized society,’ and blamed the riots in Louisville 
on the “spirit of communism” spread by the local members of the 
WPUS. The paper then called upon the authorities to ban the party: 


It is utterly repugnant to the spirit of our institutions. It will, 
if allowed to grow, prove a menace to our city in the future. Hence 
the first development of its destructive tendencies cannot be too 
promptly and severely dealt with.” 


Other voices, however, argued that it was best to allow the 
Workingmen’s Party to lead the working class struggle at the ballot 
box, as it proposed to do, and predicted that it would get nowhere. 
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However, as we shall see, these people were in for a rude political 
awakening in the August elections for the Kentucky legislature.” 
The headline in the Cincinnati Enquirer of July 23, 1877, read: 
“THE RED FLAG. IT CASTS ITS UGLY SHADOW OVER OUR 
QUBENLY CITY? 
On the day before, the Enquirer had carried the following notice 
inserted by the Workingmen’s Party of Cincinnati: 


GREAT MASS-MEETING 
THIS AFTERNOON 
At 2 o'clock at the Court Street Market Place. 
All Good Citizens Are Invited to Appear. 
Subject, 
THE GREAT STRIKE OF THE RAILROAD MEN. 


That morning, Cincinnati workers had read the news of the 
massacre in Pittsburgh and of the crowd’s angry attacks on the 
Philadeiphia soldiers. They drifted out of their houses to talk about 
the subject on the streets. At two in the afternoon, many fell in be- 
hind members of the German, Bohemian, and English-speaking 
sections of the Workingmen’s Party, led by the Eureka Brass Band— 
headed by a man carrying “the blood-red flag of the Commune.””” 
An “immense crowd,’ estimated in the thousands, filled the mar- 
ket place and was divided into four sections—two for the German- 
speaking contingent and two for the English. On the English side, 
Charles Thompson, the Workingmen’s Party candidate for mayor, 
led off by emphasizing that if the strike reached Cincinnati, as it 
was bound to, since the railroad workers there had also had their 
wages cut 10 percent, all labor would support it, “for it was a law 
that whenever a reduction was made in the wages of one class of 
laborers, it was speedily followed by a reduction in others, and so 
all workingmen are concerned in seeing that the strikers succeeded 
in obtaining their rights.” Furthermore, if, when the strike did come 
to Cincinnati, the authorities took possession of the depots and 
roundhouses to prevent the trains from being moved, and prom- 


154 THE GREAT LABOR UPRISING OF 1877 


ised not to call out the militia, the Workingmen’s Party would pledge 
that “it would support them in efforts to protect property and pre- 
serve law and order.” Naturally, mail trains would be allowed to go 
through, but no freight or passenger trains. 

C.M. Sawyer, the next speaker, blamed the Great Strike on the 
“wages system under which we are compelled to beg for employ- 
ment from those who own the instruments of production.” He pre- 
dicted that such strikes would continue “with increasing bitterness” 
until this “dependent relationship” was abolished, and a system of 
“government control” substituted. Finally, he wanted it understood 
that while extending sympathy to the strikers, the Workingmen’s 
Party of Cincinnati was convinced “that no permanent relief came 
from strikes, but only through the ballot-box.” W.C. Haynes fol- 
lowed, and endorsed this last statement, adding that there was only 
one party the laboring men could trust, and that was the Work- 
ingmen’s Party: “It is for the workingmen now and forever.” 

Resolutions were then presented and adopted. They charged the 
Baltimore & Ohio Railroad Company “and similar monopolies” 
with having reduced the wages of their employees “to a starvation 
point, and thereby forced them to desperate measures in order to 
better their condition”; condemned the governors of West Virginia, 
Pennsylvania, and Maryland, and President Hayes, for using the 
military powers “in favor of said monopolies, regardless of the will 
of the people, and against the people, slaughtering innocent men, 
women, and children,” and concluded by pledging to “use all law- 
ful means to support the downtrodden, outraged railroad employ- 
ees now on strike.” 

Then came the key speech of the afternoon, which was delivered 
by Peter H. Clark, Black member of the English-speaking section.” 
He condemned the railroad companies and their political allies, 
denounced the slaughter of workers by federal troops and state 
militia, and analyzed at some length the causes of the economic 
crisis and its impact on the working class. “I sympathize in this strug- 
gle with the strikers,” he declared, “and I feel sure that in this I have 
the cooperation of nine-tenths of my fellow citizens.” But sympa- 
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thy, he said, was not enough. It was necessary to create a society in 
which the widespread suffering that provoked the strike would be 
eliminated. “Every railroad in the land should be owned or con- 
trolled by the government. The title of private owners should be 
extinguished, and the ownership vested in the people.” And this 
was only the beginning. Machinery—indeed all the means of pro- 
duction—had to be appropriated and used for the benefit of the 
people and not for private gain. There was only one “remedy for 
the evils of society”—socialism. “Choose ye this day which course 
ye shall pursue,” Clark concluded to thunderous applause.” 

The Cincinnati Commercial, which published Clark’s speech in 
full under the heading, “Socialism: The Remedy for the Evils of 
Society,’ reported that he was “well received.” The Emancipator, 
official organ of the Workingmen’s Party of Cincinnati, said that 
his speech was “characterized by that deep pathos of feeling that is 
to be expected of one who can look back at the time when the wrong 
and injustice of capital abused his race, which by its labors and sor- 
rows helped to build the greatness of this nation.”* Clark’s speech 
to the railroad strikers was probably the first widely publicized pro- 
posal for socialism by a Black American. 

Although the Cincinnati Commercial had published Clark’s 
speech, it made it clear that it did not agree with him. “Mr. Peter H. 
Clark,” it noted editorially, “can not understand why it is that the 
military are always against the strikers. It ought not to be a great 
mystery to a man of his analytic powers.” According to the newspa- 
per, a worker had the right to leave his employment if he was not 
satisfied with his wages, but he had no right to take possession of 
his employer’s property and dictate to him what he should or should 
not do. The employer had a perfect right to appeal for protection, 
and, if the sheriff could not provide it, the governor of the state was 
thoroughly justified in calling out the militia. The worker, having 
“done an unlawful thing,” had “put himself outside the law, defied 
the civil authority, and has made himself penally liable.” That was 
all there was to it. “It seems to us,” it concluded, “if Mr. Clark would 
give his mind to the subject for a few hours he would be able to 
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discover why it is that the military are in such crisis as the present 
on the side of law and order.“ 

Clark, however, was not persuaded. In “A Plea for the Strikers,” 
he reminded the newspaper that he had experienced enough of what 
it meant to be poor to understand the meaning of the words in 
Ecclesiastes: “I beheld the tears of such as were oppressed and they 
had no comforter.” “With this fact imprinted on my memory by 
many years’ sympathy with and service in unpopular causes, I do 
not marvel when I see the oppression of the poor, and violent per- 
verting of judgment and justice.” As for himself, he was “in every 
fiber and nerve a law-abiding citizen,’ one, indeed, who deprecated 
“violent words and violent deeds as much as any one can. I am, sir, 
emphatically a law-and-order man.” But not all the violent deeds 
and words “are on the part of the strikers and their friends.” The 
advocates of “law and order” boasted openly that they were pre- 
pared to “wipe out the strikers and their sympathizers. Thumbs 
have been drawn significantly across the throats, and law-and-or- 
der men have pulled at imaginary ropes to give me an inkling of the 
throat-cuttings and hangings in reserve.” The press, Clark pointed 
out, had no words of condemnation for such conduct. But the work- 
ers could hardly be blamed if they took such threats seriously and 
also took steps to defend themselves. Nor should the reaction of 
the workers to what they saw about them on the railroads be con- 
sidered surprising. They were told that wages must be reduced be- 
cause the railroads were losing money: 


But when they see high railroad officials receiving the salaries 
of princes, when they hear of dividends on stock and interest on 
bonds, they cannot understand why there is no money for the 
man whose labors earn these vast sums. . . . When they complain, 
they are told that they are at liberty to quit and take their ser- 
vices elsewhere. This is equivalent to telling them that they are at 
liberty to go and starve. . . . Hence they make the effort to obtain 
an increase of wages and to retain their places at the same time. 
Understanding their motive, and the dire necessity by which they 
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are driven, I pity, but I can not condemn them. ... 

Then too, the door of justice seemed shut in their faces. They 
have no representation on the Board of Directors. Every State 
has laws punishing conspiracy, punishing riot and unlawful as- 
semblages, but no State has laws providing for the examination 
and redress of the grievances of which these men complain. The 
whole force of the State and National Governments may be in- 
voked by the railroad managers, but the laborer has nothing. 


Clark declared that every man possessed the right to resist injus- 
tice, and that no laws could take it away from him. “Hedged in and 
despairing, the railroad men have exercised this right,” yet, as the 
newspapers could attest, “the strikers themselves, are neither de- 
structive nor men of blood.” 

Clark concluded by defending the Workingmen’s Party against 
the charge that it had stirred up the strikers to acts of violence. Actu- 
ally, he maintained, there was probably “not a section of that party 
in any one of the centers of disturbance.” Had there been there would 
have been less tendency to disturbance: “When workingmen under- 
stand that there are peaceful influences at work to relieve them of the 
thraldom of wages slavery, they will be more patient.” Clark even 
proposed that the railroad managers “plant a section of the Work- 
ingmen’s party at every station. They would guard their property 
more effectually than the whole United States army can do it.”® 

The Emancipator applauded Clark’s advice to the railway man- 
agement and called it “correct every word of it.” Clark, it observed, 
had put his finger on the real reason for “mob violence”—the re- 
fusal of the capitalists to permit the workers to organize and defend 
themselves against exploitation. “In endeavoring to weaken the 
power of the working people to protect their rights, by preventing 
organization, employers have increased the danger to their posses- 
sions an hundredfold. Gentlemen, the way to prevent another reign 
of terror is to help organize the laborers of the country.’“° 

Although both Clark and the Emancipator demonstrated genu- 
ine sympathy for and understanding of the problems of the strik- 
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ers, the proposal they advanced as to how the Workingmen’s Party 
of the United States could help eliminate the class struggle was na- 
ive indeed. 

While the debate between Clark and the Cincinnati Commercial 
was going on, the Great Strike came to Cincinnati. It broke out at 
ten in the morning of Monday, July 23, when the workers of the 
Ohio & Mississippi line quit work and promptly besieged the 
railroad’s roundhouse. A large crowd assembled and later paraded 
up and down the tracks, blocking switches, pulling spikes, and pre- 
venting anyone from taking out the trains.“ 

On Tuesday morning, the Louisville Short Line announced that 
it would rescind its reduction and thereby avoided a strike. At nine 
o'clock, the crowd at the Ohio & Mississippi roundhouse adjourned 
to the Dayton Short Line freight depot, and the men there quit work. 
Then the crowd proceeded to the Cincinnati, Hamilton & Dayton 
yards, where it stopped a passenger train.” 

At four thirty, Mayor R.H. Moore arrived and pleaded with the 
strikers not to turn “this fair city” into a “little Pittsburgh.” He an- 
nounced his sympathy with the strikers, said he wanted to see them 
get a fair wage, and promised that he would not call on Governor 
Young for military support. “Military!” he shouted. “Well, we don’t 
want any of that.” The strikers cheered and went off to stop an- 
other passenger train. The Cincinnati Daily Gazette accused the 
mayor of doing the bidding of the local Workingmen’s Party, and 
called his speech to the strikers “insipidly sweet, wishy-washy, old 
grannyish, silly, senile, canting, whining, truckling, toadying, crawl- 
ing, groveling, fawning, flattering, and in effect, encouraging to ri- 
oters and humiliating to the city authorities.” 

It is difficult to determine just how much influence the Working- 
men’s Party had on the mayor’s decision to act rationally. Its mem- 
bers were reported to be “active among the men in the yards,” and 
the conduct of the strikers and their sympathizers up to that point 
clearly showed the party’s restraining hand.“ But Mayor Moore soon 
revealed that his sense of reason had limits. On Tuesday evening, 
July 24, the crowd at the Cincinnati, Hamilton & Dayton depot was 
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temporarily dispersed by a cloudburst, and the company managed 
to sneak out four passenger trains to Dayton. The news of these 
successes quickly brought the strikers and their sympathizers back, 
and all other trains were stopped. By noon on Wednesday, July 25, 
the crowd had swelled to a thousand, and the president of the line 
wired Mayor Moore for help. 

Although the Workingmen’s Party spokesmen appealed to the 
mayor not to surrender to corporate dictation, Moore decided that 
he really did not sympathize with the strikers. Shortly after one in 
the afternoon, he swept down on the crowd with 125 constables, 
drove the strikers out, and arrested their leaders, including several 
members of the Workingmen’s Party who had still been cautioning 
against violence as the constables approached. Then the mayor 
closed all the saloons, swore in special police, organized a citizens’ 
corps, and stationed an armed guard in the railroad yards with in- 
structions to shoot anyone trying to stop trains.** The next day, the 
trains moved out under police protection, and the Great Strike was 
over in Cincinnati. By the end of the month, all of the companies 
were operating on their normal schedules.» 


The WPUS and the Great Strike, II: 
Chicago 


In 1877, Chicago was the most important city in the Midwest. Its 
center was choked with railroads—the Lake Shore & Michigan 
Southern, the Baltimore & Ohio, the Chicago & Northwestern, the 
Chicago, Burlington & Quincy, the Rock Island, and the Pittsburgh, 
Fort Wayne & Chicago, to mention just a few—and on its fringes 
were a host of lumberyards and stockyards. On the ashes of the 
Great Fire of 1871, Chicago contractors had thrown up hundreds 
of factories, which drew thousands of workers and plunged them 
into the squalor and misery of tenement life. Discontent bubbled 
under the surface. As the depression continued, demonstrations of 
the unemployed grew more and more frequent, and in January 1875 
it was seriously predicted that within the next decade, “a proletar- 
ian revolution” would occur in the Windy City.’ 

In the summer of 1877, well within the time set, it looked as if 
the prediction might come true, for as the strikes spread in the East, 
“a feverish feeling” began to take hold of Chicago. At first, the local 
newspapers dismissed the possibility of any strike in the city, but 
they soon acknowledged that Chicago’s railroad workers, too, felt 
“hard” toward the railroads for cutting wages below family needs. 
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All the major newspapers expressed sympathy with the “genuine 
grievances” of the eastern railroad strikers—“substantial, honorable 
and reasonably intelligent men”—and the press bitterly attacked the 
grasping railroad corporations for bringing on the strike.’ The Chi- 
cago Times, published by Victor L. Lawson, was most outspoken 
and, after criticizing the Baltimore & Ohio for paying its workers “a 
contemptible sum” even before the most recent 10 percent cut, said 
boldly that if the road could operate profitably only “by robbing 
the workingman, then we say it ought to be fenced in, and marked 
in ten-foot capitals: “Closed, because the workingmen won't starve 
to death.” 

Even while they affirmed their sympathy for the plight of the 
strikers, the Chicago newspapers expressed the fear that any local 
walkout would trigger a larger upheaval. “The fact that there are 
15,000 unemployed in this city,” worried the Times, “many of whom 
are desperate, is a sermon in itself.”* But even aside from these pub- 
lic statements, even greater fears of an approaching riot were being 
expressed privately. “It is estimated we have thirty thousand idle 
men in Chicago,’ wired a local railroad manager. “There is much 
excitement here over the riots, and the sympathy is with the strik- 
ers, it being talked of on streetcars and in streets as a bread riot.” 

By the weekend, rumors already were circulating in Chicago of 
open strike discussions among the city’s eleven thousand railroad 
workers. That weekend, at formal meetings, these workers discussed 
the events in the East, along with their own grievances and the pos- 
sibilities for strike action in Chicago. What most alarmed the news- 
papers was the appearance of Workingmen’s Party leaders at the 
railroad workers’ meetings. Albert R. Parsons, the brilliant, hand- 
some, twenty-nine-year-old “moving spirit” of the Chicago social- 
ists, attended a meeting of the Pittsburgh, Fort Wayne & Chicago 
railroad workers, and was loudly cheered when he urged an imme- 
diate railroad strike in support of the eastern strikers. 

By Saturday, July 21, the Chicago sections of the WPUS had al- 
ready begun to mobilize the city’s workers. Several thousand work- 
ing people gathered that afternoon at a WPUS street corner meeting 
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at Halsted and Twelfth streets, and that same afternoon the party’s 
American section staged another large meeting in a packed Stack’s 
Hall. (“The hall was crowded almost to suffocation,” the Tribune 
report conceded.) John Schilling, the first speaker, endorsed the 
WPUS National Executive Committee’s call to place the manage- 
ment of ali railroads and telegraph lines in the hands of the govern- 
ment: “This would do away with railroad kings and monopolies 
generally, who draw princely salaries, and then plunder the people 
at their leisure.” It would also, he predicted, do away with railroad 
strikes, and he cited as a precedent the fact that the post offices of 
the country had never known a strike: “This is because the Govern- 
ment knew what was necessary for the men to live upon.” (It is 
doubtful if any post office employees in the audience would have 
agreed with this appraisal of the government’s labor policies.)® 
Albert Parsons then made a most forceful presentation of the so- 
cialist program. After being “uproariously cheered, showing his popu- 
larity,’ he launched into an attack on the country’s newspapers, ac- 
cusing them of being spokesmen for “monopolies and tyrants.” He 
quoted scornfully from editorials in the Chicago Tribune, in which 
that paper upheld the principle that “the proprietor has a right to 
fix wages and say what labor is worth.” In that case, Parsons cried 
out angrily, “We are bound hand and foot—slaves, and we should be 
perfectly happy: content with a bowl of rice and a rat a week apiece.” 
Parsons insisted that Chicago’s huge unemployment was the re- 
sult of the indiscriminate introduction of new machinery by the capi- 
talists. In seeking to maximize their profits, they were at the same 
time reducing the working people to vagrancy. Rather than oppose 
the new machinery, however, Parsons called for its responsible use. 
He maintained that workers deserved a large share of the benefits of 
new machinery, and argued that work could be shared and the un- 
employment problem solved by reducing the workday to eight hours.* 
The “grave situation” in Chicago, particularly the enthusiastic 
response to the socialist speakers, and the news on Sunday that Pitts- 
burgh crowds were burning the railroad yards, prompted Chicago's 
business leaders and city authorities to begin preparations for an 
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impending conflict. Local railroad managers began moving their 
rolling stock out of Chicago. Retail employers, like Field, Leiter & 
Co., started arming their employees; large manufacturers, like Cyrus 
McCormick, strengthened their factory guard force; and grain deal- 
ers organized protection for their stock. The newspapers, completely 
forgetting their earlier editorials about the justified grievances of 
the strikers, urged immediate military preparation: “Chicago must 
not fall into the hands of a mob.” 

The authorities needed little prompting. With Pittsburgh in flames, 
and with workers beginning to meet in Chicago, the city authorities 
braced themselves. Mayor Monroe Heath and members of the city 
council met over the weekend with officials of the police depart- 
ment, the sheriffs office, and the fire department. Mayor Heath also 
met secretly with National Guard commanders and ordered them 
to prepare the two Chicago regiments and to keep all the armories 
under guard. Upon Heath’s request, Secretary of War McCrary or- 
dered six companies of the Twenty-second U.S. Infantry, on their 
way from Dakota to the East, to stop in Chicago. 

By Monday, the newspapers were announcing the mobilization 
of Chicago's 450 policemen and 2,000 reservists in the two local 
regiments of the state militia. Arms were prepared and the armor- 
ies were placed under guard. There was much speculation that the 
First Regiment—“the sons of capital”—would not be up to a con- 
flict with workers, while the working class Second Regiment would 
be sympathetic to their brethren. Therefore, the announcement that 
the “Indian fighters” from the Dakota Territory were en route to 
Chicago produced some reassurance.'° 

After a weekend of rumors that the strike had already begun in 
Chicago, work resumed as usual on Monday morning. But a hand- 
bill was circulated calling for another Workingmen’s Party mass 
meeting in the evening. The handbill began: 


WORKINGMEN OF CHICAGO! 
Have you no rights? No ambition? 
No Manhood? 
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Will you remain disunited, while your masters rob you of all 
your rights as well as the fruits of your labor? .. . 


The leaflet went on to claim that vagrancy laws made the work- 
ers criminals for being unemployed, while workers’ combinations 
for wage increases were illegal, and that now the “money lords” 
were conspiring to rob workers of the ballot. It urged workingmen 
to defend their “rights” and “manhood,” for throughout the “en- 
tire land,” workers were calling upon their brothers and sisters in 
Chicago “to rise and protect our labor.” The appeal closed: 


For the sake of our wives and children, and our self-respect, 
LET US WAIT NO LONGER! ORGANIZE AT ONCE! 
Mass-Meeting on Market Street, near Madison, to-night. 
Let us act while there is yet time! 
THE COMMITTEE 
Workingmen’s Party of the United States." 


That evening, as many as fifteen thousand members of the “Grand 
Army of Starvation,’ as they called themselves, gathered in response 
to the WPUS summons for a three-hour “monster affair” in the 
heart of Chicago’s industrial district. Workers marched from vari- 
ous sections of the city, converging at the meeting place in torch- 
light processions. They carried placards in English, German, and 
French, reading: “Life by labor or death by fight”; “We want work 
not charity”; “Why does over-production cause starvation?” and 
“United we stand, divided we fall.””” 

The Chicago Tribune’s account of the great meeting began on a 
note of puzzlement. It conceded that it was an orderly meeting, 
attended by “respectable workingmen who deprecated attacks upon 
property.” It then expressed surprise that such an orderly meeting 
could be held under the auspices of the socialists, “who, contrary to 
general expectation, counseled (at least openly) moderation, and 
deprecated any resort to violence.” However, forgetting these in- 
troductory remarks, the reporter went on to describe the speeches 
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as “dangerous” —especially that of Albert Parsons, which, he said, 
“bordered upon the inflammatory.” 

After saluting the “Grand Army of Starvation,” Parsons hailed 
the strikers in the East. These men, he said, had “demanded of those 
who have possession of the means of production that they be per- 
mitted to live,” and that they not be turned into “vagrants and 
tramps.” While it was to be regretted that these men—“our dis- 
tressed and suffering brothers” in the East—had had to “resort to 
such extreme measures,” yet “we recognize the fact that they were 
driven to what they have done.” Parsons denounced railroad mag- 
nates Scott, Gould, and Vanderbilt for forcing their employees to 
work for ninety cents a day and then expecting them to feed and 
clothe their wives and children and care for and educate their sons 
and daughters, “and to teach... [them] how to grow up to lead 
good and virtuous lives.” After attacking the press for filling its col- 
umns with stories of sex and crime but never bothering “to go to 
the factories and workshops to see how the toiling millions give 
away their lives to the rich bosses of the country,” he wound up: 


Let us fight for our wives and children, for with us it is a ques- 
tion of bread and meat. Let the grand army of labor say who shall 
fill the legislative halls of this country. . . . Go to the ballot-box, 
and say that the government of the United States shall be the pos- 
sessors of all the railway lines in this country. If the people . . . take 
possession of the railroads and telegraphs, we extract the sting 
from the mouths of Jay Gould and Tom Scott, and they can no 
longer sting us to death. (Loud applause.) We take out of their 
hand the means by which they now enslave us. Let us not forget 
the fact that all wealth and civilization comes from labor alone. . . . It 
rests with you to say whether we shall allow the capitalist to go 
on exploiting us, or whether we shall organize ourselves. Will 
you organize? (Cries of “We will.”) Well, then enroll your names 
in the grand army of labor, and if the capitalist engages in war- 
fare against our rights, then we shall resist him with all the means 
that God has given us. (Loud and prolonged applause. )"* 
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The resolutions adopted by the great meeting denounced the 
railroads for having steadily cut wages “until human nature can no 
longer suffer in silence.” They charged that wage reductions, which 
were bad at all times, were, “especially during the present prostration 
of business, a direct injury to society,” since as the purchasing power 
of the people was reduced, the volume of business was “propor- 
tionately decreased”; they urged that a reformed national govern- 
ment be created which would take over and operate the railroads 
and telegraph lines, “just as in the case of the principal railroads 
and telegraph lines of Europe.” They also called 


... upon all comrades of toil to commence without further 
delay the organization of a great federation of labor, and assist- 
ing and encouraging the building up of strict and sensible trades 
unions upon a national and international basis, and aiming at 
political power to secure legislation in the direct interest of the 
working classes. 

Resolved, That only by elevating and improving the condi- 
tion of the people as a whole can the benefits of progress and 
civilization be enjoyed and maintained. 

Resolved, That to this end the hours of labor must be reduced 
as new labor-saving machinery is developed, else the most ter- 
rible consequences will ensue, and the civilization of the nine- 
teenth century become a farce." 


Speakers continued to address the audience from four wagons. 
All but one counseled militant but moderate action. The exception 
was John McAuliffe, who warned the militia not to fire at striking 
workers: “If they shoot us, we'll shoot them.” As the crowd cheered 
wildly, Philip Van Patten got up and urged moderation. Finally, 
Parsons called for another rally on Tuesday evening, and the crowd 
retired peacefully.'® 

Later that night, the city authorities guaranteed reporters that 
Chicago’s crisis had passed.'’ Actually, of course, it had only begun. 

The Great Strike came to Chicago on Monday evening, just a few 
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hours after the WPUS meeting, when forty switchmen on the Michi- 
gan Central Railroad struck for more pay. Early the next morning, 
they brought out the workers from the Central’s shops and freight 
yards, and together the strikers continued along the river to, in the 
words of one striker, “clean out the other monopolies.”'* They called 
out workers at the freight yards of the Baltimore & Ohio and Illi- 
nois Central. Then they staged a brief meeting at which they an- 
nounced: “We hope to gain our rights, bread for our families, and a 
decent living for ourselves.” After affirming their determination to 
halt all railroad traffic without violence, they left in several groups, 
one to the downtown freight yards along the lake and the river, and 
another to the railroad yards south along the river. 

As the railroad workers and their supporters moved through the 
streets, they were cheered by onlookers in the working class neigh- 
borhoods. A banner announcing the WPUS meeting that night, 
carried by two of the workers, also brought cheers. Upon reaching 
the railroad yards and machine shops, small delegations were sent 
in, and the men at work proceeded to discuss the need to spread the 
strike. In most cases, they joined the railroad strikers, who then 
moved on to other establishments, chanting “Down with the Thiev- 
ing Monopolies.” The Excelsior Iron Works, the National Boiler 
Works, Greenbaum’s Iron and Nail Works, and the Chicago Die 
and Machine Works all received visits and were put out of opera- 
tion.!? 

“The Chicago Strikers Moving Over the City and Stopping Work 
Everywhere,” the Chicago Daily News headline screamed the next 
day. Lumber yards, planing mills, brickyards, and packinghouses 
were visited and closed down by crowds chanting “We want Labor 
and Justice” and “Down with the Wages of Slavery.” Twelve pack- 
inghouses, including Armour & Co., were compelled to sign an 
agreement to pay two dollars a day for the next eighteen months.”° 

As for the railroad strikers who had initiated this wide upheaval, 
they were careful to allow passenger trains to continue running, 
and sought only to halt freight traffic. The railroad companies made 
no attempt to resist the crowds, and several closed down before the 
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deputations arrived. By nightfall, all freight traffic was at a halt in 
Chicago.?! 

From the beginning, then, the Great Strike in Chicago was obvi- 
ously more than just a railroad strike. The Chicago police histo- 
rian, John Flynn, caught the spirit and sweep of the uprising, even 
though he could not fully understand the years of discontent that 
had triggered the “labor explosion”: 


All through the afternoon ... strikes were in progress from 
the lake to Western Avenue; from the North Side rolling mills to 
the town of Lake. The disposition or propensity to strike be- 
came a mania. Workingmen who had no earthly cause to com- 
plain, who could not call to mind a grievance, threw down their 
tools, tore off their “overalls,” snatched up their coats and hats, 
shook their clenched fist at their employers, and joined the near- 
est mob. The railroad employees, the lumber shovers, the saw 
and planing mill men, the iron workers, the brass finishers, the 
carpenters, the bricklayers, the stonemasons, the furniture mak- 
ers, the polishers, the shoemakers, the tailors, the painters, gla- 
ziers, butchers, bakers, candle stick makers—all went out with- 
out motive or reason, and helped to swell the crazy mobs that 
paraded endlessly through the streets.” 


The crowds ranged in size from a few hundred to a few thou- 
sand, and they were reported to be composed of women and chil- 
dren as well as workingmen. There were a few reports of pillaging, 
and there were rumors of attempts to loot gun stores; but mostly 
the action of the crowds forced work stoppages. Although armed 
with sticks and stones, the crowds dispersed without resistance upon 
encountering small bands of police. “No Bloodshed in the City,” 
the Times reported.” 

By mid-afternoon, most work in Chicago had come to a halt. 
Dispatches from the city to the nation’s press bore the headlines: 
“The Strike General in Chicago.” 

During the entire day, individual members of the Workingmen’s 
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Party had been actively encouraging the strikers. In the morning, 
Thomas Morgan, a leading party member, was selected as spokes- 
man and negotiator for the striking Illinois Central workers. Mor- 
gan urged the strikers to join the WPUS, and he successfully ad- 
vanced strike demands for higher wages and shorter hours, although 
the strikers refused his plea to include the nationalization of the 
railroads as part of their strike demands. George Schilling, another 
party leader, was instrumental in organizing a strike among his co- 
workers, the coopers, while other socialists helped initiate strikes 
among the lumber shovers and cabinetmakers.” Late that Tuesday 
evening, over fifty trades delegates—American, German, Irish, and 
Scandinavian—gathered with WPUS leaders at Aurora Hall. They 
recommended the drawing up of citywide strike demands for the 
eight-hour workday and 20 percent wage increases. They then es- 
tablished a permanent executive committee to conduct the strike, 
and called for a Wednesday afternoon meeting of delegates from all 
shops, factories, and trade unions “to lay out a plan how to work 
and better our situation”? 

In the meantime, it was essential that the strikes be led in an 
organized manner. “Fellow Workers,” the WPUS appealed, “Under 
any circumstances keep quiet until we have given the present crisis 
a due consideration.””’ But this plea made little impression on the 
press or the authorities. Either despite or because of the socialists’ 
attempt to channel the uprising into a disciplined citywide general 
strike, the newspapers accused them of fomenting crowd violence. 
“The different crowds moving about the city today closing factories 
were committees of the Commune,” the Daily News charged.”* 

Next came the harassment. Charles A. Dana, the publisher of the 
New York Sun, had made no comment to John Swinton, the editor, 
when the latter came to work the day after speaking at the Tomp- 
kins Square meeting called by the New York Workingmen’s Party.’ 
But Albert R. Parsons, a printer on the Chicago Times, was not so 
lucky. 

Parsons had been the subject of a brief editorial on the same day 
that the Times reported his speech at the Market Square meeting: 
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“His name is Parsons. Until very recently he was a ‘rat’ printer. He 
joined the Typographical Union while running for Alderman in 
the last election. Now he is leading the commune. A model work- 
ingman truly!” The meaning of the editorial became clear the very 
next morning, when Parsons reported to work as usual. He was 
immediately fired by the foreman of the composing room and black- 
listed in his trade. That afternoon, he was taken by police to City 
Hall and ushered into the presence of the superintendent of police 
and several members of the board of trade. The superintendent 
insultingly asked Parsons questions about his life. He blamed him 
“for the great trouble” he had brought on the city of Chicago and 
charged him with inciting “the working people to insurrection.” As 
Parsons noted later in his autobiography (written while he was in 
prison in 1887, awaiting execution in the Haymarket frame-up):*! 


I told him I had done nothing of the sort at least I had not in- 
tended to do so, that I was simply a speaker at the meeting that 
was all. I told him that the strike arose from causes over which I, 
as an individual, had no control. Those present in the room were 
much excited and when I was through explaining some spoke 
up and said “hang him,” “lynch him,” “lock him up,” etc., to my 
great surprise holding me responsible for the strikes in the city. 
Others said it would never do to hang me or lock me up. That 
the working men were excited and that act might cause them to 
do violence. It was agreed to let me go. 


After two hours, the superintendent of police let Parsons go, but 
as he pushed him to the door, he snapped: 


Parsons, your life is in danger. I advise you to leave the city at 
once. Beware. Everything you say or do is made known to me. I 
have men on your track to shadow you. Do you know you are 
liable to be assassinated any moment on the street? . .. Why, those 
board of trade men would as leave hang you to a lamp post as 
not.” 
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That same afternoon, Mayor Heath issued a proclamation clos- 
ing all saloons and ordered the fire bells rung, summoning the mi- 
litia to their armories. Veterans’ clubs and military companies of all 
nationalities were mobilized, and the mayor recruited several thou- 
sand “men of high standing” as special police, after a prominent 
citizen offered to pay for them. Citizens brought guns and ammuni- 
tion to City Hall while businessmen loaned horses for new cavalry 
companies. Despite assurances that six companies of the Twenty- 
second U.S. Infantry were en route, and that six more companies of 
the Ninth Infantry were moving from Omaha to Rock Island, the 
mayor also urged the “better class of citizens” to begin organizing 
for self-defense in their wards and communities. The morning pa- 
pers of July 25 reported a booming business at the gun stores, with 
sales restricted to the wealthy class, which was alarmed over the 
size, character, and implications of the work stoppages: “The whole 
town was aroused either for defensive or offensive purposes, and 
Chicago presented the appearance of a city in a state of siege.” 

The morning papers reported another ominous development. 
The previous evening, the WPUS gathering of five thousand work- 
ers was broken up by a wedge of police firing blank cartridges and 
swinging clubs. “The Abortive Meeting: The Police Take a Hand,” 
the Tribune reported gleefully, as it detailed the fact that “half a 
dozen heads were broken, most of them the heads of unoffending 
individuals.” It was obvious that the Chicago police were spoiling 
for a fight. 

For its part, the Workingmen’s Party was trying almost desper- 
ately to avoid violence. When Philip Van Patten was called to the 
central police station on the morning of July 25 to be given the 
“Parsons treatment,” he disavowed any connection with crowd vio- 
lence, and reaffirmed the socialists’ desire for peace. That afternoon, 
the party issued the following proclamation: 


WORKINGMEN OF CHICAGO! 
The success of our honest effort to increase wages depends 
entirely upon your good conduct and peaceful though firm be- 
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havior. We hereby declare that any riotous action in our meet- 
ings will be immediately put down by us. The grand principles 
of Humanity and Popular Sovereignty need no violence to sus- 
tain them. For the sake of the Cause which we hold most dear, let 
every honest workingman help us to preserve order. Let us show 
the world that with all our grievances and misery we can still act 
like men and good citizens.” 


In contrast to the WPUS, the city authorities and the wealthy 
classes armed for war. Meeting in special session, the Common 
Council announced that there existed in Chicago “a rebellion against 
lawful authority,” and authorized Heath to make any expenditures 
he deemed necessary for the preservation of peace. It also called 
upon all good citizens to enroll as special police to aid “in suppress- 
ing the rebellion.” That afternoon, at a large citizens’ meeting in 
Moody and Sankey Tabernacle, Mayor Heath put out a call for five 
thousand “good and experienced citizens” as volunteers, and Rev- 
erend Robert Collyner endorsed the call with an appeal that they 
fight to the death “in defense of order and our homes.” Immediately 
after the meeting, the police force was augmented by volunteers. Two 
hundred veterans were organized into companies, furnished with 
Springfield breechloading rifles and forty rounds of ammunition 
each, and stationed at the armory on Harrison Street. The North 
Side Germans organized a cavalry squadron of one hundred mounts. 
Two companies of the Twenty-second U.S. Artillery arrived, and 
four hundred men of the First Regiment of the Illinois National 
Guard sweated impatiently in their armory. “They mean business,” 
the Chicago Inter-Ocean assured the city’s middle class.” 

Meanwhile, a frantic Common Council, acknowledging that 
“thousands of workingmen are idle in the city of Chicago at the 
present time, whose families are suffering,” enacted the legislation 
they had claimed was impossible for four years, which allowed the 
city to borrow half a million dollars for construction projects to 
provide more work.” 

Early in the evening of Wednesday, July 25, the first serious clash 
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occurred between the strikers and their sympathizers and the po- 
lice. A crowd of several thousand working people, railroad strikers, 
and neighboring residents gathered at the Chicago, Burlington & 
Quincy switchyards on West Sixteenth Street, probably to check 
whether the work stoppage was being observed there and to make 
sure that the company was not sneaking out any trains. Once satis- 
fied, the crowd began to trickle home. Just then, an omnibus rattled 
up, and eighteen policemen piled out with their revolvers drawn. 
The police charged the crowd with their revolvers blazing, and a 
slow retreat began, which turned into a rout. By this time, thou- 
sands of working people had spilled out into the streets around 
Halsted Street. Some joined the crowd, while others stoned rail- 
road buildings, ditched locomotives and railroad cars, halted street- 
cars, and broke into a gun store and a local hardware store. The 
police were driven to the Halsted Street viaduct over the railroad 
tracks, and at one point they were surrounded, but they were rein- 
forced by another carload of police, then another, and bullets started 
to fly into the crowd again. After it was all over, three persons were 
reported dead and eight wounded—all members of the crowd.** 

An hour later, two miles to the north, the Workingmen’s Party 
held another outdoor meeting, at Market and Madison streets, 
which was well attended and had an abundant supply of banners. 
Van Patten presided, but no sooner did he open his mouth than a 
squad of police attacked the audience from behind and clubbed it 
into a stampede. Van Patten and the speakers’ stand were both 
bowled over. At this point, a regiment of one thousand torch-wav- 
ing, drum-beating workers marched up, prepared to hear the WPUS 
speakers, but the police immediately fired a warning volley into the 
air and threatened to lower their aim unless the workers dispersed 
immediately. The crowd swiftly did so, but not without some open 
resistance from the assembled workers.” However, this was only a 
prelude to the major action, for on Thursday the police would meet 
a crowd that really offered resistance. 

Meanwhile, Mayor Heath had decided to seek federal help; he 
appealed to Governor Shelby Cullom, who formally requested mili- 
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tary assistance from President Hayes. On Thursday morning, the 
president authorized General R.C. Drum, of the Division of the 
Missouri, to use six companies of the Ninth Infantry, then stationed 
at nearby Rock Island, to help Heath in case of trouble.” 

At the same time, local forces were being prepared. Albert Day, a 
prominent grain merchant, recalled the feeling of all “that the worst 
had not come,” and their fears that “the mob” would attack “the 
best residence sections of the city.” Day attended a citizens’ meet- 
ing of the Eighteenth Ward where prominent bankers, merchants, 
and lawyers were sworn in as special police. They elected their own 
officers and were given U.S. Army muskets. These neighborhood 
citizen military defense organizations were formed in at least half 
of the city’s wards, under the leadership of such “solid citizens” as 
Wirt Dexter and Marshall Field, as protection against “stray strik- 
ers and tramps.” After sporadic efforts at standing guard, Day’s com- 
pany actually stood guard duty during Wednesday night, July 25; 
and early Thursday morning, they reported to police headquarters 
as citizen reinforcements.“ 

By that time, Chicago’s forces of “law and order” were fully mo- 
bilized. Railroads like the Illinois Central and the Chicago & North- 
western, business houses, lumber yards, and manufacturers had 
organized their trusted employees into armed companies to pro- 
tect their property. Private militia companies, veterans’ organiza- 
tions, newly formed citizens’ cavalry companies, ward patrols, and 
special police—all were prepared to support the local police, the 
state militia, and the United States Army. Over twenty thousand 
men were under arms, with six companies of the Ninth Infantry 
now en route from Rock Island. They awaited the impending con- 
flict in the spirit voiced by the Inter-Ocean: “Squelch them out, stamp 
them out, sweep them out with grapeshot.’” 

The crowds re-formed on Tuesday morning, continuing the 
citywide forced work stoppages of the previous day. But by now, a 
new mood was in evidence. Up to this point, as the Tribune noted, 
there had been a “holiday” spirit in “the mob,” which expressed 
itself in a feeling of “jocularity.’* But as the police became more 
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aggressive, and the authorities, joined by the upper and middle 
classes, prepared for civil warfare, the mood of the crowds changed 
from a festive spirit to one of fury at the police tactics against the 
crowds. The use of guns by the police on Wednesday in the break- 
ing up of a peaceful WPUS meeting enraged many workers. And 
the large number of “citizens” acting as special police, who were 
reported to be quick to club and shoot, only served to sharpen these 
tensions. 

This new mood quickly manifested itself. Although dozens of 
crowds across the city continued to enforce the work stoppages on 
Thursday, the viaduct at Halsted and Sixteenth streets became a 
focal point for a massed conflict between the working people and 
the representatives of law and order. The location of the battle was 
not accidental, for the viaduct not only spanned the tracks and roll- 
ing stock of several railroad lines, but it was also adjacent to the 
lumber district. This was the neighborhood that had spawned a 
bloody lumber shovers’ strike in 1876, and that had been at the 
center of the upheaval in the southwestern part of the city for the 
past two days, including the pitched battle of the previous evening. 

The battle started early in the morning when a crowd began cut- 
ting telegraph wires and stopping streetcars near the viaduct. A 
police squad arrived, and the battle was on. The police broke up the 
crowd, but it soon re-formed. More police were sent, and soon the 
conflict was joined and fought with sticks and stones, clubs and 
guns. Using their clubs, the police drove the crowd over the Halsted 
Street viaduct and down the slope onto Sixteenth Street. There, 
another crowd, numbering about five thousand, came to the rescue 
of its advance guard. The police fled back to the viaduct and, hav- 
ing decided to make a stand, whipped out their revolvers and started 
firing into the crowd. Six men dropped in their tracks, but the crowd 
pushed nearer. With most of their ammunition gone, the police 
turned and fled. Then more police arrived, plus a company of 
mounted militia. The original squad fell in behind, and a fierce 
charge followed, with the police clubbing and shooting. This time, 
the crowd turned and fled south on Halsted, then on Archer Av- 
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enue. The police clattered after them in hot pursuit, clubbing and 
shooting as they went. Federal troops were called in and the Second 
Regiment also marched in, flying the American flag and a Fenian 
banner with “the harp of Ireland,” and bringing along two ten- 
pound guns. 

No sooner did the riot near Halsted and Sixteenth streets end 
than another started at Halsted and Twelfth streets. A portion of 
the Sixteenth Street crowd ran down to Twelfth Street and tried to 
merge into a small crowd standing outside of Turner Hall, on the 
corner of Twelfth and Halsted streets. Inside the hall, several hun- 
dred German socialist cabinetmakers of the Harmonia Association 
of Joiners were gathered to discuss their strike and the eight-hour 
day. The meeting spilled out into the street just as a squad of regu- 
lar and special police reinforcements arrived. The latter made no 
inquiries about the purpose of the assemblage; instead they un- 
mercifully and viciously attacked the crowd outside and crashed 
through the doors. When the proprietor of the hall protested, a Ser- 
geant Householder split his head open with a club and ordered his 
men to attack everyone in sight. The police opened fire and clubbed 
people at random, killing one and wounding several others, and 
driving the panic-stricken workingmen into a heap on the floor, 
tumbling down the stairs, and jumping through the windows into 
the street. (They “ran hither and thither like rats in a pit,” the Chi- 
cago Tribune reported.) One man was pinned to the top of a table, 
while two policemen took turns beating him. Outside, a Sergeant 
Brennan shot indiscriminately at passers-by and at men running 
out of the hall. When the police had finished, the Second Regiment 
arrived and, with bayonets drawn, drove everyone in the neighbor- 
hood, including women and children, into their houses.” 

The battle raged on through the morning, especially along 
Halsted and Twelfth streets, near the viaduct at Sixteenth Street, 
and at the bridge near Archer Avenue. Thousands of working people 
milled and massed in the streets, with smaller groups among them 
taunting the troops and actually engaging them with guns, sticks, 
and stones. Despite gunfire and repeated charges, the crowds would 
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not disperse, and the authorities continued to send reinforcements 
into the area. And from midmorning on, as news and rumors of 
the Halsted Street battle spread, working people from across the 
city began massing there. 

One of the most remarkable and revealing—or, as the Tribune 
put it “one of the most terrible, audacious, and unreasonable” events 
of the day was a march by several thousand Irish packinghouse 
workers down Archer Avenue toward Halsted Street and the con- 
flict at the viaduct. The appearance of the Irish butchers had been 
rumored since Wednesday night, and now they marched along Ar- 
cher Avenue, wielding butchers knives “to cut their way through 
any obstacle to their march,” as well as the customary street weap- 
ons. They closed lumber yards and other businesses, and forced 
employers to raise wages. Preceded by two Irish butchers carrying a 
banner proclaiming “Workingmen’s Rights,” they made an awe- 
inspiring sight. (“They were men in every sense of the word . . . were 
brave and daring, and scattered terror in their way,’ the Tribune 
reporter wrote.) When they reached the bridge that crossed over 
the river branch to Halsted Street, they were met by the police, along 
with a large crowd of wildly cheering Czech workers, and other 
“demonstrations of sympathy.” Although the Irish butchers were 
eventually routed by the police, the tumultuous greeting they re- 
ceived showed the effect of the Great Strike in eradicating ethnic 
differences among the workers. The tensions between Irish and 
Czech workers, as sharp as any in the city, suddenly became irrel- 
evant in the common battle against the police, the authorities, and 
the “respectable citizens.” The newspapers took note of this star- 
tling development among working people, “who ordinarily draw 
the line of nationality in making up their gangs.”** 

The papers also pointed out that sexual differences, too, were 
overcome in the heat of the struggle. “It is a noticeable fact,” re- 
ported the Times the next day, “to all who have taken more than a 
casual view of the crowd of ‘strikers’ that at least one-fifth of the 
gathering were women.” The Tribune, in fact, gave the women credit 
for most of the crowd activity, and charged that “the women had 
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been exciting the men to action throughout the morning.” “The 
women,’ the paper concluded, “are a great deal worse than the 
meine” 

However, it was the Chicago Inter-Ocean’s account of the role of 
women in the crowd action that aroused nationwide attention, and 
was reprinted in newspapers the country over. Headed “Women’s 
Warfare: Bohemian Amazons Rival The Men In Deeds of Violence,” 
the account told of how, when groups of men in the crowd became 
“thoroughly demoralized,” “hundreds of these Amazons” rushed 
to replace them. It continued: 


Women with babes in arms joined the enraged female riot- 
ers. The streets were fluttering with calico of all shades and shapes. 
Hundreds were bareheaded, their disheveled locks streaming in 
the wind. Many were shoeless. Some were young, scarcely women 
in age, and not at all in appearances. Dresses were tucked up 
around the waist, revealing large underthings. Open busts were 
common as a barber’s chair. Brawny, sunburnt arms brandished 
clubs. Knotty hands held rocks and sticks and wooden blocks. 
Female yells, shrill as a curfew’s cry, filled the air. The swarthy 
features of the Bohemian women were more horrible to look at 
in that scene than their men in the Halsted Street riots. The 
unsexed mob of female incendiaries rushed to the fence and yards 
of Goss & Phillips’ Manufacturing company. The consternation 
which this attack created extended to Twenty-second Street, at 
that hour very quiet. A crowd of men gathered on Fisk Street to 
witness this curious repetition of the scenes of the Paris com- 
mune. The fence surrounding the yard gave way, and was car- 
ried off by the petticoated plunderers in their unbridled rage.” 
There was fear for a while that the Amazonian army would con- 
tinue their depradations. Word was dispatched to the Himmon 
Street Station, and a force of officers under Lieutenant Vesey 
pushed down to the corner of the contest. The women hissed as 
they saw the blue coats march along. Some of the less valorous 
took to their heels. ... Others stood their ground. 
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A shower of missiles greeted the boys as they came smiling 
along left front into line. One woman pitched a couple of blocks 
at the heads of the officers, and then moved on to attend to her 
family duties. The men were weak in the strength and forceful- 
ness of their language compared to these female wretches. Pro- 
fanity the most foul rolled easily off their tongues with horrid 
glibness. Expressions were made use of that brought the blood 
mantling to the cheek of the worst-hardened men in the crowds 
of spectators. It was awful. ... 


The police finally drove the women off with their clubs and re- 
volvers, but they remained in the area, threatening any man who 
said he was “not in sympathy with the mob,’ and joining women 
of other nationalities in caring for the wounded. As fast as any man 
was injured, he was taken into some house in the vicinity, “and the 
women being in strong sympathy with and doing all in their power 
to aid the rioters, they would not say whether they had any wounded 
in the house or not.” The Chicago Inter-Ocean viewed the unprec- 
edentedly large number of women involved in the crowd action, 
and their militancy, as “the most disgusting revelation that has yet 
deepened the already black record of riot and villainy which for 
nearly a week has disgraced the fair name of Chicago." 

Another feature of the events of Thursday was the guerrilla war- 
fare that developed after large crowds were broken up by the charges 
and firepower of the police and troops. (As the Tribune put it, “when 
the mob was defeated, guerrilla war was established.”) Smaller groups 
and crowds of working people continued the battle, skirmishing, 
fighting on the run, charging and retreating, coalescing into crowds 
and fragmenting into small groups, using the friendly neighbor- 
hoods and the homes of sympathetic women as protection for the 
ongoing struggle. The crowds fought on through the afternoon, 
using the alleys, streets, rooftops, fields, and narrow passageways of 
the area for safety. While the police and troops were refused water 
in these working class neighborhoods, the workers who darted into 
buildings and homes for refuge were welcomed. Finally, the ex- 
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hausted police ordered all windows and doors shut and all rooftops 
cleared, as they slowly established control.» 

The victory of the forces of law and order was insured by the ar- 
rival of the six companies of the Ninth U.S. Infantry, which Presi- 
dent Hayes had ordered in from Rock Island, and of two more com- 
panies of the Twenty-second U.S. Artillery, from Dakota. To make 
certain, however, Mayor Heath swore in two thousand more spe- 
cial police, organized more citizens’ companies, and had over four 
hundred demonstrators arrested." 

By Friday, July 27, the Battle of Chicago was over. There were still 
a few skirmishes around the city, especially in the “notorious neigh- 
borhood called Hamburg,” at Halsted and Thirty-fifth streets, where 
“a fighting class” of butchers and railroad and rolling mill workers 
continued to occupy the streets. The end of the battle also left a 
residue of strikes by streetcar workers, stonecutters, lumber shov- 
ers, coopers, harness makers, iron moulders, cigarmakers, switch- 
men, and ship carpenters. Although the city’s corporation counsel 
acknowledged a distinction between trade unionists and rioters, he 
insisted that “violent agitators” controlled any meetings that took 
place, and the police thereupon prohibited all meetings.” 

That weekend, Chicago was quiet, but the fighting had cost the 
city eighteen lives. As funerals were held on Sunday for those work- 
ers killed during the riots, the resentment in working class neigh- 
borhoods was so much in evidence that police, citizens, and troops 
continued to patrol the streets.” 

Although it was apparent to anyone who read the detailed ac- 
counts of the great battle of July 26 that the Workingmen’s Party of 
the United States had had nothing to do with the events, all of the 
Chicago papers blamed the party for the rioting. “Red Rabble 
Routed,” alliterated the Inter-Ocean the following day.** “The Fight 
with the Communists is at an End,” the Tribune headlined on Sat- 
urday.°> During the events, the Times reported all the details under 
the title of “Red War.”*° 

In the thriller he wrote about the 1877 strikes, Allan Pinkerton 
blamed the Chicago rioting of July 26 on the “ranting of a young 
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American communist named Parsons.”*’ But the truth is that Par- 
sons and other leaders of the Workingmen’s Party had tried to re- 
strain the crowds, but had lost complete control of the workers, 
who were enraged by the calculated brutality of the police. It was 
the police who deliberately inflamed the situation when they broke 
up a peaceful meeting of the Workingmen’s Party and invaded a 
peaceful meeting of furniture workers, spreading death and destruc- 
tion. An enraged Daily News reporter called such police “a uni- 
formed mob.”* The cabinetmakers later preferred charges against 
Sergeants Householder and Brennan for their brutal conduct. The 
judge found the sergeants guilty of provoking a “criminal riot,” and 
fined them six cents each!*? 


The WPUS and the Great Strike, III: 
The St. Louis general strike 


Dramatic as Chicago’s “Battle of Thursday, July 26,” was, it still 
had to take second place to the developments just a few hundred 
miles to the south, in St. Louis. The Chicago Tribune, which attrib- 
uted the violence in Chicago solely to the activities of the Commu- 
nists, used the same standard in measuring the outbreak on the 
banks of the Mississippi when it editorialized: “The cool audacity 
and impudent effrontery of the Communists have nowhere shown 
so conspicuously as in St. Louis.”! And that city’s leading paper, the 
Missouri Republican, exclaimed: “It is wrong to call this a strike; it is 
a labor revolution.” 

Actually, what occurred in St. Louis was unique in the history of 
the American labor movement and, indeed, in that of the entire 
world. Its uniqueness did not lie in the fact that it was a general 
strike. There were at least three other general strikes either called or 
planned during the upheaval of 1877. At Kansas City, a “monster 
meeting” of railroad workers on Monday, July 23, declared a gen- 
eral strike to begin at noon the next day as it demanded the restor- 
ation of wages to the level of January 1, 1874. It was on that same 
evening that thousands of workingmen assembled in a mass meet- 
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ing in Chicago and that the movement for a general strike got un- 
der way there. Meanwhile, at the same time, a vote for a general 
strike was being taken in Toledo, Ohio. 

Of the three, the Kansas City general strike never got under way, 
and the shutdown in Chicago was incomplete. But in Toledo the 
city authorities lent their full support to the strikers for a few days, 
and there all business operations were actually closed down. On 
the evening of the twenty-third, Police Commissioner Coyle told 
the strikers: “You are not slaves, gentlemen, and I am glad to see 
you assert your manhood.”’ And Major General James Steadman, 
the head of the local militia, gave his fiery encouragement to a strik- 
ers rally held the following evening at Eversman’s Hall. On Wednes- 
day morning, the city’s workers formed a “Committee of Ten” and 
drew up a list of resolutions calling for wages of $2.50 to $3.00 per 
day for skilled labor, and $1.50 for unskilled workers. Then a crowd 
of three hundred laborers formed ranks, four abreast, and started 
moving through the manufacturing district to enforce their pro- 
gram. They were quickly joined by stevedores and all other classes 
of workingmen, and the crowd of strikers notified all establishments 
that they would either sign agreements embodying the demands or 
they would be closed down. The business interests pleaded with 
Mayor W.W. Jones to end the demonstration, but Jones said that he 
was in full sympathy with the workers, and ordered his police force 
to make no arrests.‘ 

By the end of the day, lumber yards, mills, factories, and other 
business establishments had been shut down. “Every large manu- 
facturing establishment in the city is now closed,” announced the 
Toledo Blade on Thursday. “The banks decline any advance on bills 
of lading, and the commercial as well as the manufacturing busi- 
ness of the city is at a standstill.” 

That same day, in response to a call issued by the sheriff, five hun- 
dred citizens assembled at the Court House. They were organized 
into companies, given arms, and instructed to patrol the streets. Two 
days later, on Friday, July 27, Mayor Jones experienced a change of 
heart. He swore in four hundred police and had the leaders of the 
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general strike arrested. Within a day, the Toledo uprising was over.° 
While there was a general strike in Toledo, that city was small 
compared to St. Louis. As David T. Burbank points out: 


The St. Louis general strike of 1877 was certainly one of the 
first strikes anywhere in the world to paralyze a major industrial 
city, and without doubt was the first general strike of the mod- 
ern, industrial labor movement in the United States. . . . The St. 
Louis strike deserves to be recognized as the first exercise in 
America of labor’s ultimate weapon.’ 


With its 300,000 inhabitants, St. Louis was somewhat smaller 
than Chicago in population, but its working class seethed with the 
same discontent. Since the completion of the great Eads Bridge in 
1874, the city had come to be considered another gateway to the 
West. Its industries shot up almost overnight, led by the construc- 
tion of breweries, and they drew thousands of workers into grimy 
tenements and left them penniless and starving during the terrible 
years of the great depression. As a result of the brewery construc- 
tion, the predominant foreign-born element in St. Louis was Ger- 
man, which provided the German-language section of the WPUS 
with a steady stream of recruits. Local membership of the party’s 
four sections (German, English, French, and Bohemian) numbered 
one thousand, or one-quarter of the party’s total national mem- 
bership. The German section, with about six hundred members, 
was by far the largest.’ 

Like Chicago, St. Louis was choked with railroads, and all of them 
funneled in through East St. Louis, Illinois, across the river. That 
city constituted a western railroad center second in importance only 
to Chicago. When the strike spread to Chicago, it was inevitable 
that it would reach East St. Louis. The latest wage cuts had caused a 
considerable amount of bitterness among the railroad workers, and 
the refusal of the railroad officials even to discuss the rescinding of 
the reduction intensified this feeling of anger. Still, there was no 
immediate interruption of rail traffic. On July 21, a large meeting 
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of railroad employees was held in East St. Louis, but it merely 
adopted resolutions of support of the strike in the eastern states.” 
The news of the rioting in Pittsburgh excited no one in St. Louis 
except the Missouri Republican (“Pittsburgh in the Hands of the 
Commune,” it headlined)? and James H. Wilson, the receiver of 
the St. Louis & Southeastern Railroad Company. On Sunday after- 
noon, July 22, before the Great Strike had spread to either East St. 
Louis or St. Louis, Wilson expressed a gloomy view of the situation 
in a personal letter to Carl Schurz, secretary of the interior in Presi- 
dent Hayes’s cabinet. He indicated his fear that serious trouble lay 
ahead, since “the strike seems to be traveling westward, and our 
men may be forced into it.” He urged immediate and resolute ac- 
tion by the federal government, informing Schurz, “I am managing 
property now in the custody of the U.S. Courts, and I shall cer- 
tainly not permit my employees to fix their own rate of wages, nor 
dictate to me in any manner what my policy shall be.”"’ 

Later, on the night of July 22, Wilson wired Schurz that his fears 
had been confirmed: “The railroad employees met at East St. Louis 
tonight and have resolved to stop all freight trains and switching 
engines after midnight.” 

The meeting referred to by Wilson had taken place that after- 
noon in East St. Louis’s Traubel’s Hall and began with speeches by 
several railroad workers from the Vandalia, Rockford & Rock Is- 
land, and the Cairo & St. Louis (Narrow Gauge) roads. But the mood 
was still quiet. However, it changed a half hour after the meeting 
began when the Brotherhood of Firemen members filed into the 
hall “in a body amidst great cheering.” The cheering was caused by 
the news that the Brotherhood had decided to strike.” The enthu- 
siasm mounted in intensity when a messenger from across the river 
in St. Louis brought assurances from the Workingmen’s Party of 
the United States of their sympathy with the strike, and the infor- 
mation that they were coming across the river to join the meeting. 
Three cheers were given for “the Internationalists,” and it was sug- 
gested that the meeting adjourn to the open air. The proposal was 
immediately approved, and, with a roar, the crowd swarmed out of 
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the hall and down to the Relay Depot. As they marched through the 
streets, their ranks were swelled by the addition of workingmen 
from St. Louis. 

An open car was pressed into service as a rostrum. A president 
and secretary were chosen. The former, a machinist on the Narrow 
Gauge, opened the meeting by declaring that as a workingman he 
knew very well why the meeting was being held: “The capitalist was 
trying to starve the workingmen, and was educating his children to 
look down on them, despise and grind them under foot at every 
chance.” Now, while their brothers were struggling nobly in the East, 
was the time to act. Taking note of the fact that representatives of 
the press were present, the machinist-chairman added that he could 
not say he was glad to see them, since the press was subsidized and 
was “playing into the hands of the capitalists.” 

The next speaker was a railroad worker who began by address- 
ing the assembly as “brother slaves!” and went on to explain: “Yes, 
brother slaves, we are also serfs if we continue to work on the present 
reduction of wages, on which we can barely live, and certainly not 
save up anything for a rainy day.” 

It was at this point that a body of the members from the Working- 
men’s Party of St. Louis was seen marching to the meeting, singing 
“La Marseillaise.” All speaking stopped until the procession, five 
hundred strong, reached the gathering and, amidst tremendous 
cheering, mingled with the crowd.” 

On Saturday night, July 21, even before the strike movement of 
the railroad workers in East St. Louis had begun, the Workingmen’s 
Party had met at Carondelet, a concentration point of heavy indus- 
try on the extreme south end of St. Louis. The meeting adopted 
resolutions of sympathy with the railroad strikers and collected 
money in order to forward telegrams to all railroad centers, convey- 
ing these resolutions.'° The following afternoon, the party’s English 
and German sections met in St. Louis’s Turner Hall, on Tenth Street 
between Market and Walnut. The English section heard speeches 
by Harry Eastman, a railroad machinist from East St. Louis, and 
Peter A. Lofgreen. 
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Lofgreen was the assumed name of Laurence Andreas Gronlund, 
who was born in 1844 in Denmark and graduated in 1862 from the 
University of Copenhagen, matriculating as a privat (an individual 
student with no connection with any particular school) and spe- 
cializing in literature. He emigrated to the United States in 1867 
and became a teacher of German in Milwaukee schools. He was 
admitted to the bar in Chicago, although he does not appear to 
have practiced law. After 1873, when he settled in St. Louis, he be- 
came a clerk on the Globe-Democrat newspaper. With his knowl- 
edge of German and English, Lofgreen soon rose to a prominent 
place in the local socialist movement and was elected financial sec- 
retary of the Workingmen’s Party of St. Louis.’ 

The English section adopted resolutions supporting the working- 
men of the different railroads who were “rising up to demand their 
just rights,” and denounced the federal government for having “al- 
lied itself on the side of capital and against labor.” They expressed 
sympathy for the railroad workers, who were trying “to secure just 
and equitable reward for their labor,” and assured them that “we 
will stand by them in this most righteous struggle of labor against 
robbery and oppression, through good and evil report, to the end of 
the struggle.” The same resolutions were presented to the German 
section, where they were also adopted. Albert Currlin, a German 
emigrant and a baker by trade and, at the age of twenty-four, a full- 
time functionary in the German section, insisted that it was not 
enough to express sympathy for the strikers; the party had to pro- 
vide “men to back them.” At this, both sections decided to hold a 
public demonstration in support of the railroad workers in East St. 
Louis, to “assure the strikers that, not only by their words, but by 
their presence, they are with them.” About five hundred strong, they 
marched through the streets of St. Louis, decided to boycott the 
bridge as a monopoly, and instead took the ferry across the Missis- 
sippi. As they crossed, they sang “La Marseillaise” with the aid of the 
French section, while the members of the German section made the 
streets of East St. Louis ring “with the strains of the inspiring hymn” 
in honor of the red flag. As the WPUS delegation approached the 
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strikers, the railroad workers sent up a great cheer and dispatched a 
deputation to escort the socialists: “They marched up amid the en- 
thusiasms of their friends, and soon mingled in the general throng.”"” 

The open-air meeting at the Relay Depot now resumed with a 
speech by East St. Louis Judge William G. Kase (described as “a 
friend of the workingmen”), who declared that the wages received 
by the railroaders were “outrageously small,” so small, in fact, that 
when all deductions had been made, there was “not enough to sup- 
port a family.” The audience cheered as he told them that that very 
morning, at church, he had rendered thanks “not only for property 
gained, but for property destroyed at the hands of the people’—a 
reference to events in Pittsburgh. 

The judge was followed by Peter A. Lofgreen, who brought greet- 
ings from the Workingmen’s Party. “All you have to do,” he told 
the railroad workers, “for you have the numbers, is to unite on one 
idea—that the workingmen shall rule the country. What man makes, 
belongs to him, and the workingmen made this country.” The train- 
men roared their approval. He then read the text of a resolution 
adopted by the Workingmen’s Party which denounced the United 
States government for “having taken the side of capital by sending 
troops into West Virginia,” and which assured the workers that if 
they struck against the railroad monopolies, the party would give 
the strikers “hearty support in sympathy, money and muscle.” This 
brought cries of “Hear, hear,” which also greeted the reading of 
telegrams to the workers of Pittsburgh, congratulating them on 
having forced the Philadelphia militia into the roundhouse and 
driven them out of the city. Then followed a speech by a house 
painter, who insisted that the time had come for labor to avenge the 
many injustices heaped upon the working class by the capitalists 
and their political allies: 


Look at the late action of the governor and railroad company 
against the poor Pennsylvania miners who toiled in the bowels 
of the earth, only making enough to keep body and soul together. 
They never received a cent of money, only orders for grocers and 
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house rents, and when they banded together for the protection of 
their interests, the railroad company called them “Molly Maguires,” 
hounded them, and hung eleven of them like so many dogs. 


The crowd roared its approval as the speaker called the hangings 
“one of the blackest stains upon the escutcheon of the United States.” 
They cheered, too, when he pointed out that their “heroic brethren” 
in Pittsburgh were waiting for the workers in East St. Louis and St. 
Louis to act. Would they or would they not help both them and them- 
selves by going out on strike? Cries of “Yes, yes” was the answer. 

Another speaker reminded the railroaders that if they voted to 
strike, they would have friends across the river—“good, warm 
friends, and the fact is exhibited in the strong delegation from the 
St. Louis party of workingmen present at the meeting.”'* 

At six o'clock, the meeting was adjourned, and the members of 
the Workingmen’s Party took the ferry back to St. Louis. At eight 
o'clock, the trainmen met in Traubel’s Hall. The chairman told them 
that the issue they faced was “a question of life and death, and for 
his part he was willing to stake his life for his family.” “Gentlemen,” 
he continued, “do you want to go out?” “Out, out, out,” many re- 
sponded. Representatives of nine roads present—the Ohio & Mis- 
sissippi, the Indianapolis & St. Louis, the St. Louis & Southeastern, 
the Vandalia, Rockford & Rock Island, the Cairo Short Line, the 
Cairo & St. Louis (Narrow Gauge), the Toledo, Wabash & Western, 
the Illinois & St. Louis, and the O & A—were then polled as to where 
their workers stood on the question. The answers were the same 
from each line: the men were ready to hold out until they got their 
terms, and had vowed “not to send out a freight train until their 
companies gave in.” 

As each representative expressed the intention of the men on his 
road to join in the strike, he was greeted with loud cheers. After a 
brief debate, it was voted not to allow any but passenger, mail, and 
express trains to leave. The strike was then ordered to begin at mid- 
night, July 23, and not to be ended until the railroad companies 
informed the workers, through committees to be appointed for the 
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various roads, that they were ready to pay what was demanded. It 
was also voted that all workers be included in the strike: engineers, 
trackmen, platform men, brakemen, firemen, wipers, and all others 
employed on freight trains. Thus, the strike in the area would trans- 
form the principle of the Trainmen’s Union into a reality. 

At this point, the chairman asked the men whether their demand 
should be simply the recall of the 10 percent reduction, or the res- 
toration of the wages in effect before the Panic began in 1873. He 
recommended that they “might as well do things right” while they 
were about it. This was greeted with cheers and cries that the de- 
mand should be for the old standard. A vote was then taken on the 
question, and it was decided that “the strike continue until the old 
wages were restored.” 

As a final step, the meeting elected an executive committee that 
would attend to all “necessary work” involved in conducting the 
walkout and reaching a settlement with the officers of the respec- 
tive roads. The meeting then adjourned to allow the railroad work- 
ers to put the strike into effect. As one group of workers leaving 
Traubel’s Hall told a reporter: “We are in for it now. It is the death 
struggle. If we fail this time, it is all up with us, and the companies 
can grind us down to the starvation wages, if they will”? 

With this determination, and with “a speed, efficiency and disci- 
pline unequalled by any other strike center,” the East St. Louis 
railroad workers began the blockade. It is necessary to describe in 
such minute detail the proceedings of the meetings, both indoor 
and outdoor, that led to the strike action because the very newspa- 
pers of St. Louis that covered them so thoroughly were later to charge 
that the decision to strike was put over on the railroad workers by 
the agents of the “secret Communist cabal”: the Workingmen’s Party 
of the United States.” 

Shortly before twelve o'clock, Engine 53 of the Indianapolis & 
St. Louis Railroad came into the yard to take freight train No. 5. 
The executive committee, preceded by a fife and drum corps, ap- 
proached the train and requested the crew to leave. The firemen 
and brakemen left the train at once, and the engineer took the en- 
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gine back to the roundhouse. One after another, the freight trains 
were abandoned. At 2 a.m., a Globe-Democrat reporter visited the 
main crossing and wrote: “A hundred men kept watch. They were 
orderly and undemonstrative, but firm and determined that no 
trains should pass that way.” None did. “General Order No. 1” 
stopped all freight traffic. When the superintendent of the India- 
napolis & St. Louis pleaded with the strikers for permission to let 
nine freight cars pass through, he was told: “The buckwheat will be 
growing under your cars before they start again.” As his horse and 
buggy left, the fife and drum corps followed, and the superinten- 
dent was “literally drummed out of town.”” 

In East St. Louis, the strikers took possession of the railway de- 
pot and made it their headquarters. With coolness and discipline, 
they then proceeded to take over the running of the town. They 
closed all saloons within six or seven blocks of the depot and made 
sure that no freight was stolen or railway cars destroyed. Mean- 
while, the strike spread to other industries in East St. Louis, and 
men from the car works and the stockyards joined the railroad 
workers. With only about a dozen policemen at his disposal, Mayor 
John Bowman, who depended on the strikers’ votes, proposed to 
them that they select men whom he would appoint as special police 
to guard the railroad property. The proposal was accepted and put 
into effect. The strikers were now in full control of East St. Louis. 

Across the river in St. Louis, Mayor Henry Overstolz infuriated 
the press by refusing to take any precautions against a spillover of 
the strike. On the day after the East St. Louis railroad men went out 
on strike, he went for a drive and spent the rest of the day quietly at 
home. When a reporter tracked him down, he assured him that the 
St. Louis police force was one of the best equipped in the country, 
and that the armories were well stocked. If necessary, a force of 
nearly five hundred men could be placed under arms within an 
hour, but he doubted that the situation would become that seri- 
ous.” 

As we have seen, however, receiver James H. Wilson took a far 
more drastic view of the matter than did Mayor Overstolz. When 
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he heard the news that the men had gone on strike, he wired Secre- 
tary of the Interior Schurz, and, after terming the situation “alarm- 
ing, he asked if there were any United States troops at the U.S. 
Arsenal in St. Louis who could be used in an emergency. Schurz 
turned the request over to Secretary of War McCrary, who ordered 
General John Pope, commander of the United States Twenty-third 
Infantry, to take whatever men he could spare and proceed to St. 
Louis at once. The following morning, Pope left Fort Leavenworth, 
Kansas, with six companies of regulars.” 

On Monday afternoon, July 23, the Missouri Pacific line—on 
which the workers had struck after the Traubel’s Hall meeting— 
gave in and restored wages to the scale existing before January 1, 
1877. On the basis of this settlement, the railroad was prepared to 
accept all freight. When Wilson heard the news, he told a reporter 
that as far as his own line was concerned, it was “out of the ques- 
tion to talk of making any concession to the strikers. If this were 
done, there would be no end to their demands, and the railroads 
would have to submit to being controlled by their employees.” For 
its part, the strikers’ executive committee rejected separate agree- 
ments with the various lines, insisting on the “all or none” prin- 
ciple. The group then issued “Order No. 2” declaring that no one 
was empowered to settle with any road except the executive com- 
mittee. The Missouri Pacific’s freight did not move.” 

On Monday evening, the Workingmen’s Party called a mass meet- 
ing in the very heart of St. Louis, at Lucas Market. “The crowd was 
a far better looking one than might be supposed,” the Globe-Demo- 
crat commented. “They were all laboring men but evidently of the 
better class. . . . The speaking was in several languages, but was lis- 
tened to respectfully by everybody, whether it was understood or 
not.” As the meeting progressed, the crowd grew to such size that a 
second and a third speaker’s stand had to be set up, so that three 
meetings were going on at once. Apart from the composition of the 
crowd, its size amazed the press. That a small group using “no flam- 
ing advertisements . . . no music, . . . no transparencies, . . . no ban- 
ner and no torches,” could pull off “so large, so enthusiastic a po- 
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litical meeting” was something to be pondered.” 

After Lofgreen had been elected chairman, Albert Kordell was 
introduced as the first speaker. He took off his coat, rolled up his 
sleeves, and said: 


I have taken off my coat just the same as I would when I go to 
my daily toil; and I do it honestly because I am doing it in a 
noble, honest cause. . . . We are the very bone and sinew of the 
country and why should we be kept down, as we are, in serfdom? 
We have now a worse time than the slaves had in 1850, and there 
is no man who dares question the fact. Monopoly has us by the 
throat, and it will crush us if we show it that we allow it to do it 
to us. . . . If we have any rights, now is the time to demand them, 
and if it is to result in bloodshed, let it be so, and it will be for the 
sake of our wives and children. No man can die a more heroic 
death than to die in the present cause. . . . I believe that our rail- 
road monopolies today have no other object in view than to take 
the government in their possession and rule it for the next fifty 
years to come, to the injury of our free institutions, and while we 
have some knowledge of their scheme, we propose to prevent 
them. And how will we do it? Why, if it must be by arms, let it be 
by arms. 


At several points during this speech, Kordell was interrupted by 
cries of “Give it to em,” “Hear, hear,” but it was the last statement 
that produced the loudest cheers and cries of “You bet!” Cheers 
also greeted his statement that he was not in favor of the Missouri 
Pacific's strikers accepting the terms offered by the company, even 
though it met their demands: “I say, stand by each other, even if it 
leads to the sacrifice of life... . If you must accept any compro- 
mise, let it be with the railways in the hands of the Government, 
and let every man have his fair share.” 

The next speaker was John E. Cope, who introduced himself as 
an “Old Englishman,” which he was, having been a member of the 
Bootclosers’ Society in London, of the Central Council of the In- 
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ternational Workingmen’s Association in 1864, and of the General 
Council of the First International from 1865 1867. He had come to 
the United States some time after 1869, and had settled in St. Louis. 
In 1877, at fifty-four, he was working at his trade as a shoe-fitter, 
and in his spare time as organizer of the “English” or “American” 
section of the Workingmen’s Party in St. Louis.” 

In his speech, Cope insisted that the workingmen were not going 
to destroy the railroads. Rather, the railroads were going to become 
national property for the benefit of the people, and the working 
class would not destroy its own property. If the railroad corpora- 
tions starved their workers, he went on, it was as if they murdered 
them, and whoever murdered a man should be hung. Yet under the 
existing system, these “murderers” were honored: “A man who stole 
a single rail is called a thief, while he who stole a railway is a gentle- 
man.” Cope concluded by warning the workers to be prepared to 
meet the military once the authorities called them in to crush their 
strike. 

Albert Currlin then followed with a speech in German, and he, 
too, insisted that if the government should send the military “to 
stop the laboring man from obtaining his rights,” it would be nec- 
essary to fight back. The next speaker, Joseph N. Glenn, a shoe work- 
ers’ organizer and a national officer of the Knights of Labor, reached 
back into history to make his point. He reminded the crowd that in 
France under Louis XIV, the people had “become desperate with 
hunger and feasted on blood,” while in England, the people who 
called themselves “Chartists” “took possession of the streets, and 
proceeded to help themselves.” By contrast, American workingmen 
tolerated a situation under which monopolies were “robbing the 
laborer of his products, and filling the land with paupers, vagrants 
and tramps. . . .” Although American workers had it in their power 
to change all this, he declared, they lacked “the intelligence or cour- 
age to emancipate themselves by the ballot. At the present moment, 
however, it was necessary to use any means to prevent the capital- 
ists from “bringing down labor into serfdom.” He concluded, to 
loud cheers and cries of “Give ’em Hell!”: 
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Workingmen must either fight or die. The blood of the un- 
fortunate miners of Pennsylvania, and of the workmen of Pitts- 
burgh and Baltimore, cries aloud for Industrial Liberty, and we 
must have it. Labor must be free, even though every town and 
city in the country perishes. 


Harry Allen, one of the party’s most enthusiastic members, picked 
up the theme of resistance: “We must fight or die. Which shall we 
do?” The crowd yelled back: “We'll fight! We'll fight!” In that event, 
Allen predicted, the outcome was inevitable: 


We workingmen can present such a force that even the gov- 
ernment itself must and will comply with our demands. We will 
take such steps as that the old and the young, the sick and the 
healthy, will be provided for. 


Other speakers addressed the meeting from three stands. The 
Missouri Republican reported: 


All the speakers spoke in deep sympathy with the strikers, 
generally premising their remarks with an outline of the diffi- 
culties and privations in the way of making a living by honest 
toil... . It was the sight of the wives and children, hungry and 
unprovided for, which was driving them to assert what they be- 
lieved to be their rights... . 


The speakers also attacked the newspapers for speaking out in 
the interests of the capitalists who controlled them. Other targets 
were the military; President Hayes, for his orders sending federal 
troops against strikers; and Mayor Overstolz, for not providing 
public works so that idle men might obtain employment. “Not- 
withstanding that the cheering at times became deafening,” the 
Globe-Democrat reported, “the utmost good order prevailed”?! 

One of the speakers was Reverend John Snyder, pastor of the 
Church of the Messiah. Although his speech was mild in compari- 
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son with the others, he was “severely criticized” by his parishioners. 
In a “card” published in the local press, Dr. Snyder explained that 
he had attended the meeting in order to learn, if possible, the griev- 
ances of the workingmen and the methods they proposed for their 
removal. While there, he had been recognized and invited to the 
platform to address the crowd. This he did, and he went on to ex- 
plain that he did so eagerly, since he would have the opportunity 
thereby to dispel “several false notions” of the other speakers, such 
as the attacks upon the government as corrupt and as an agent of 
the corporations. He had informed the crowd, he wrote, that the 
government was just what they had made it, and had urged them, if 
they were dissatisfied with the existing government, “to form a new 
political party... and elect men to office who shall honestly and 
faithfully represent what they regarded as sound political prin- 
ciples.” Since his speech had gone unrecorded in the press, he felt it 
necessary to reveal what he had actually said. 

As for those critics who felt it was wrong for him to have even 
attended the mass meeting, he would remind them of “one whose 
chief title to the love and reverence of men was in the fact that the 
common people heard him gladly; and who shared the feeling, the 
sympathies, the privations—all the experiences of the poor man. .. .” 
Now, however, the workmen of both continents considered the 
church as nothing “but a rich man’s club, and the clergy but the 
pious conservators of social selfishness in high places.” While he 
sympathized with the strikers’ grievances and condemned the fact 
that so many workers were “compelled to work for insufficient wages, 
gradually seeing their wives and children slip from comfort and 
respectability,” he did not share their opinions as to how to redress 
these wrongs. Still, he insisted that it had truly been a workingmen’s 
meeting, and not, as some newspaper reporters charged, made up 
of “Bummers,” “Socialists,” “Communists,” “Red Republicans,” and 
“Internationalists.” Dr. Snyder concluded by warning that “respect- 
able citizens” could not afford to remain ignorant of the grievances, 
real or imagined, of the genuine laboring class.”” 

Even though it was a rather feeble defense of the workers whom 
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he had addressed, the fact is that, as David T. Burbank points out: 
“Dr. Snyder was about the only well-known citizen to say even that 
much for the strikers publicly during the strike.” 

After calling upon the workers to join the Workingmen’s Party 
and announcing that signatures for membership would be taken at 
Turner Hall the next day, the leaders adjourned the great Lucas Mar- 
ket meeting at about 11 p.m. A committee of five, including a Black 
man named Wilson, who had addressed the meeting briefly and had 
been well received, was elected to visit the mayor and request that he 
inform the governor of Pennsylvania of the meeting’s sympathy “with 
the suffering laborers” and also that he urge President Hayes not to 
send federal troops to St. Louis. Aside from Wilson, all of the com- 
mittee members were also members of the Workingmen’s Party, an 
indication that the party had indeed taken over the leadership of 
the strike in St. Louis. Across the river in East St. Louis, however, 
the party’s influence was minimal, and the railroad workers’ execu- 
tive committee continued to lead the struggle in that city.” 

On Tuesday, July 24, the committee of five met with Mayor 
Overstolz, who received them politely and expressed his “sympa- 
thy” but made it clear that he could not, as the committee desired, 
urge the federal government not to send troops to St. Louis. That 
very evening, six companies of the Twenty-third Infantry arrived in 
the city. There were three hundred soldiers, commanded by Gen- 
eral Jefferson C. Davis, along with two Gatling guns. The general 
announced that he had come “merely to protect government and 
public property,’ and not “to quell the strikers or run the trains.” 

The workers cheered, but James H. Wilson, the receiver, was fu- 
rious. He had persuaded Judge Drummond to send a U.S. marshal 
to East St. Louis to break up the strike, and he felt that this job 
should now be done by Davis’s troops, especially since they had 
arrived at his request. He therefore wired Secretary of the Interior 
Schurz that the strikers in East St. Louis would allow “nothing to 
go out but the mails which we shall have also to suspend,” and that 
the U.S. marshal “has come to my assistance but can do nothing 
without fifteen hundred or two thousand regulars” to crush “the 
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mob still in possession at East St. Louis.”™ Schurz did not reply. 

As the defenses of St. Louis began to take shape, so, too, did the 
general strike. Workers from the various shops and plants appeared 
at the Workingmen’s Party headquarters at Turner Hall, requesting 
that committees be sent around to notify the men in different es- 
tablishments “to stop work and join the other workingmen.” One 
after another struck the note of militancy and defiance of the cor- 
porations and the authorities. The fact that the workers came to 
the party and reacted in this manner was clearly a result of the mass 
meeting of the previous evening, where the socialists took over the 
leadership of the strike in St. Louis. 

The Workingmen’s Party responded promptly to these requests 
and sent representatives to the different shops. The results were as- 
tounding. The coopers went on strike, marching from shop to shop 
with fife and drum, shouting, “Come out, come out! No barrels less 
than nine cents!” Newsboys went on strike against the St. Louis Dis- 
patch. There were walkouts among the boatmen on the levee. Engi- 
neers of the packet City of Helena won an increase of ten dollars, 
bringing their wages up to forty dollars a month, and this was only 
one of several wage increases.” 

There had been an announcement at the Lucas Market meeting 
that there would be a “grand procession” the following evening, 
ending up at another mass meeting in the same place. The parade 
of workers, many of them molders and mechanics, went four abreast 
through the streets to Lucas Market, headed by a single torch and a 
fife and drum. Some of the men carried lathes or clubs on their 
shoulders, which made the progression, in the eyes of the St. Louts 
Times, “an awfully suggestive spectacle.”** At the Market, the 
paraders joined a crowd which, the Times said, could be estimated 
“by acres.” The Daily Journal put the crowd at 10,000, while the 
Globe-Democrat reported that it was “a very large meeting, and 
larger, if anything, than the gathering of the previous night.”” Since 
the previous night’s meeting had been called the largest in St. Louis’s 
history, it is clear that it was an immense assemblage. 

A rough square platform had been erected for the speakers. Half 
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a dozen torches were placed around the platform, in the center of 
which was an American flag. To the reporters’ surprise, they were 
provided with tables and chairs, an indication, one paper observed, 
that “at least the Workingmen’s Party saw the policy of recognizing 
reporters in a gentlemanly manner.” More likely the party realized 
in advance that the mass meeting would mark the beginning of the 
general strike in St. Louis, and wanted to make sure that the speeches 
were reported accurately—at least to the extent that reporters for 
the capitalist press could do so.” 

Peter A. Lofgreen called the meeting to order in the name of the 
party. The first speaker, J.P. Kadell, a cooper, who was described as 
“one of the ringleaders of the party,” opened on a moderate note by 
stating: “What we want is fair compensation and no more than eight 
hours as a normal day’s work in the future.” But as he swept on, his 
speech became more “inflammatory.” After vigorously condemn- 
ing the shooting down of men, women, and children in Baltimore 
and Pittsburgh, and the officials responsible for having made such 
a catastrophe possible, he declared to the accompaniment of cheers: 


There was a time in the history of France when the poor found 
themselves oppressed to such an extent that forbearance ceased 
to be a virtue, and hundreds of heads tumbled into the basket. 
That time may have arrived with us. As long as we can avoid the 
shedding of blood, we will do it. But if it must come, let it come. 


Already, he went on, hundreds of federal soldiers were stationed 
in St. Louis, and they were itching to shoot down strikers, despite 
the disclaimer of their commanding general. He wanted it known 
that “we have 7,000 stands of arms in our possession tonight to 
fight with, if you want them.” This was greeted with cheers and 
enthusiastic cries of “Let’s have them!” 

Since Kadell ended his speech on this fiery note, he neglected to 
specify precisely where the arms were. It is likely that what he (and 
other leaders) had in mind was that, if necessary, they could obtain 
arms “either by raiding an arsenal or by getting strikers’ squads the 
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status of militia units and so get them armed legally.” Perhaps the 
fact that the strikers in East St. Louis had been designated as special 
police may have encouraged this view. At any rate, while it may 
have bolstered the strikers’ determination to stand firm, it is hardly 
likely that Kadell’s bold statement about arms meant that the party 
actually had access to the quantity he mentioned. 

Before the next speaker, the chairman read a telegram from the 
Workingmen’s Party of Chicago, describing the great labor dem- 
onstration in Market Square the previous night under its sponsor- 
ship, and closed: “Chicago struck today.” The news was greeted with 
great cheering. 

A. Barker, the next speaker and another member of the party, 
described the movement in which they were engaged as the great- 
est of the entire century—an uprising of the producers of the wealth 
of the nation, “the men who have made the United States what it 
is.” He asked the crowd: “What is the object? What has made the 
people rise en masse from the Atlantic to the Pacific?” The crowd 
responded with cries of “Bread,” and the speaker added: “They sim- 
ply want their rights, and a share of that which they have produced. 
Shall they have it?” “Yes,” thundered the crowd. The workers, he 
continued, were told that they must respect the majesty of the law, 
but what did such talk mean to workers “when their wives and 
daughters were starving and when they were branded as tramps and 
vagrants?” The present movement was aimed not only at getting back 
the 10 percent wage cut, but also at bringing about a thorough re- 
form in the railroad system. The strikers intended to accomplish their 
objective “or die in the struggle.” As for shooting, they did not in- 
tend to shoot; they were educated to work. “But if the authorities 
and monopolies shoot at us,” Barker declared, “we will shoot at them 
in return. We are determined to have our rights even though the 
Heavens fall upon us.” 

“Negroes too?” someone asked. “Yes!” the crowd shouted back, 
and a Black steamboat man was called upon to speak. He described 
the plight of the Black roustabouts: “We work in the summer for 
$20 a month, and in the winter time can’t find the man we work 
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for. After telling his story, he asked the crowd: “Will you stand to us 
regardless of color?” “We will! We will! We will!” the crowd re- 
sponded. 

Harry Eastman, an East St. Louis striker and a member of the 
party (in fact, the only member among the railroad strikers of East 
St. Louis), spoke on behalf of the railroad men and urged that they 
be supported. The crowd shouted its assurance. James McCarthy, a 
member of the committee that had visited the mayor that day, then 
called upon the workingmen to organize into companies of ten, 
twenty, and a hundred to establish patrols in order to “protect prop- 
erty” and “organize force to meet force.” 

A theme that was hammered at throughout the evening was that 
the workers constituted the bone and sinew of the American na- 
tion; they were the producers of its wealth and were just as good as 
the men who claimed to have been chosen to rule and control the 
country. As one speaker cried out angrily: 


You are just as law-abiding as those who rob the public trea- 
sury. Just as decent as those lecherous bondholders who derive 
their revenue by cutting off coupons. Your wives are just as vir- 
tuous as the wives of the rich capitalists, who, decked in silks 
and satins, ride in their carriages, and your children are just as 
pure and upright as the bastard offspring of those bastards them- 
selves. 


J.J. McBride, a lawyer who had championed the eight-hour law 
in the state legislature, made the same point in denouncing the St. 
Louis press for characterizing the strikers as the “canaille,” which, 
he pointed out, literally meant “dog.” This was a “damnable lie.” 
The men on strike were “American citizens, who are endeavoring 
to make an honorable living,” and those who called them “dogs” 
were themselves “curs of dogs.” After going on in this vein for some 
time, McBride proposed a way to solve the difficulties facing the 
nation, in the form of a resolution calling upon the president to 
convene Congress immediately for the purpose of “appropriating 
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$100,000,000 or more of the people’s money to save the people’s 
lives by giving them work.” The proposal concluded: 


Resolved, That while we are in favor of law and order and of 
maintaining the legal rights of property, we are also in favor of 
bread and meat, and of maintaining the natural right of man to 
“life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.” 

Resolved, That our motto is Right! Might will sustain the Right 
against the power of every foe! 


Amid cheers, the resolution was adopted unanimously. 

The climax of the meeting came when Henry Allen, in the name 
of the executive committee, introduced a series of resolutions which 
began by cautioning against violence and then asserted that “every 
man willing to perform a use to society” was “entitled to a living,” 
and that if the “present system of production and distribution fails 
to provide for our wants, it then becomes the duty of the govern- 
ment to enact such laws as will insure equal justice to all the peoples 
of the nation.” The resolutions closed with the recommendation of 
the executive committee for 


. . . a general strike of all branches of industry, for eight hours 
as a day’s work, and we call on the legislature for the immediate 
enactment of an eight-hour law and the enforcement and severe 
penalty for its violation, and that the employment of all children 
under fourteen years of age be prohibited. 


After the resolution calling for a general strike was adopted 
“amidst loud cheers,” the meeting adjourned. The crowd then 
formed a procession and, preceded by a band, marched through 
the principal streets carrying torchlights. They crossed the bridge 
to the railroaders’ strike headquarters in East St. Louis, where there 
were more speeches and the reading of the resolution adopted in 
St. Louis calling for the general strike.** 

“A more orderly procession has seldom been seen,” said the 
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Globe-Democrat in its report on the parade to East St. Louis.” But 
the British consul in St. Louis had a different opinion. That very 
day, he reported to his superiors in London: 


The city was practically in the hands of a mob, while the in- 
habitants were in perpetual terror of some outbreak which should 
excel in horror the stories that were hourly coming from the City 
of Pittsburgh. ... Parades of the discontented were permitted 
on all principal streets without a show of countervailing force, 
and nightly mass meetings were held in the most public places, 
where thousands of the most ignorant and depraved in the com- 
munity were made riotous by the incendiary speeches of their 
orators. 


Yet the sergeant in charge of the U.S. Signal Service in St. Louis, 
in a wire to Washington following the mass meeting at Lucas Mar- 
ket, noted that despite the “incendiary speeches,” the most the pro- 
posed general strike called for was an eight-hour law, and that the 
railroad workers, who were primarily interested in rescinding the 
wage cuts, were probably not even ready to endorse this new de- 
mand.” 

However, the St. Louis business community was not interested 
in such fine distinctions. That same day—Tuesday, July 24—-Mayor 
Overstolz had called a secret meeting of businessmen and other 
“respectable elements,” and made it clear that neither the police 
nor the militia could cope with the situation long planned by “thirty 
thousand fully armed socialists,” bent upon overthrowing the city 
government. The following morning, Sheriff John Finn raised a 
posse of five thousand men. A “Committee of Public Safety” was 
organized, and the Four Courts building was taken over for its head- 
quarters. (The committee itself consisted of a judge and five ex- 
generals.) Governor John S. Phelps sent the committee arms and 
ammunition from the state arsenal at Jefferson City, but the com- 
mittee, frightened by the scope and vigor of the Lucas Market mass 
meeting, wired the secretary of war for ten thousand stands of rifles, 
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two thousand revolvers, a battery of artillery, and ammunition. This 
request was rejected when it was learned that there were simply not 
enough arms available in Washington to meet it.*! 

The day following the Lucas Market meeting, the resolutions call- 
ing for the general strike were printed in the form of a “Proclama- 
tion” in English and German, and distributed throughout the city. 
They were preceded by a statement addressed to “Fellow-Citizens,” 
which was the first of a series of contradictory policy statements 
issued by the executive committee. After pointing to the widespread 
unemployment that existed in the city, and the failure of the gov- 
ernment to do anything to aid those who were suffering, the state- 
ment declared boldly: “Therefore, fellow workingmen, we MUST 
act ourselves, unless we want starvation to stare to our faces the 
coming winter. There is only one way—HELP YOURSELF!” The 
rest of the statement, however, emphasized the importance of avoid- 
ing violence and that the executive committee was determined to 
make sure that only peaceful and lawful means were employed in 
the battle that was developing.” 

The executive committee that was organized by the Workingmen’s 
Party to guide the general strike was never identified with the party 
in the handbills and proclamations issued in its name. Moreover, 
its composition changed after the party decided to enlarge the group 
and include representatives of different unions and strikers’ groups. 
Nevertheless, Morris Hillquit exaggerated when he wrote in his 
History of Socialism in the United States that the committee “seems 
to have been a rather loose body composed of whomsoever chanced 
to come in and take part in its deliberations.” Throughout the strike, 
the committee consisted in the main of six of the more active party 
members: Albert Currlin, Peter Lofgreen, James E. Cope, Thomas 
Curtis, William B. Fischer, and Henry F. Allen. Of the six, only Curtis, 
an elderly bookseller, denied that he had been a member of the 
party. Fischer, a German printer, was the younger brother of Adolph 
Fischer, who was one of the eight Haymarket martyrs. Allen, a Welsh- 
man, was a sign painter and a self-taught physician.” 

Along with the “Proclamation” that it issued in English and Ger- 
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man, the executive committee distributed circulars calling upon la- 
boring men to assemble at Lucas Market that afternoon—July 25— 
for a grand parade “to demonstrate their strength and to induce all 
who were still in the ranks of non-strikers to lend their assistance 
for the common interest.” While the procession was being prepared, 
the general strike was getting under way. The employees of a beef 
cannery announced on a banner that they would strike for an in- 
crease in wages from $.75 to $1.75 a day—thereby earning for them- 
selves the description of “Mad Strikers” in the Missouri Republican.“ 
The steamer Centennial was fully loaded, ready to leave for New Or- 
leans, but a few minutes before its departure, several hundred strik- 
ers—‘“the negroes predominating”—boarded the vessel and de- 
manded that the wages of roustabouts be increased from $25 to $40 
per month, and that the wages of deckhands and firemen be increased 
from $30 to $45 per month. “He [the captain] was completely in 
their power and had to make the concessions demanded,’ a reporter 
wrote. With their numbers considerably increased, the victorious 
workers visited other boats, forcing the captains and officers of the 
packet companies to grant their demands. Summing up the situa- 
tion at one o’clock in the afternoon, the Globe-Democrat reported: 
“Thus far, the river men have gained all of their demands.”* 

At precisely that hour, these workers “of all colors,” waving a huge 
American flag, headed triumphantly for Lucas Market to join the 
great procession. The march got under way at two o'clock in the 
afternoon. Four abreast and stretching for nearly four blocks, the 
workers moved along. Six hundred factory workers marched up be- 
hind a brass band and carried a huge transparency with the words: 
“NO MONOPOLY—WORKINGMEN’S RIGHTS.” A company of 
railroad strikers came bearing coupling pins, brake rods, red signal 
flags, and other “irons and implements emblematic of their calling.” 
The red signal flags carried by the railroaders as emblems of their 
trade were the only flags of that color in the parade. During the march, 
someone ran into a bakery, came out with a loaf of bread, stuck it on 
a flagstaff, and bore it aloft to the cheers of the crowd. What followed 
was reported in the Globe-Democrat: 
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When the men saw it they cheered again and again. “That is 


what we are fighting for,” said one. 
“Let it be the symbol of the strike,” said another. 


The procession, headed by the English, German, and Bohemian 
sections of the Workingmen’s Party, marched through the streets. 
Strikers’ committees went out ahead to call out those who were still 
working, and as the march came by, workers in foundries, bagging 
companies, flour mills, bakeries, and chemical plants all poured out 
of the shops and into the crowd. 

In Carondelet, on the extreme south end of the city, a similar 
march developed as a crowd of ironworkers closed down the zinc 
works, the steel works, and other plants. A reporter telegraphed to 
a Pennsylvania paper: 


... Great crowds of strikers and some 300 negro laborers on 
the levee visited a large number of manufacturing establishments 
in the southern part of the city, compelling all employees to stop 
work, putting out all fires in the engine rooms and closing the 


building. 


In Carondelet, too, the railroad strikers carried red signal flags, 
but there, the red flags of the “Internationals” also appeared, as 
members of the Workingmen’s Party held their banners aloft. A 
reporter for the St. Louis Times conceded that the red flags of the 
“Internationals” were “always greeted with a round of cheers.” In 
East St. Louis, there was a parade of women in support of the strik- 
ere 

The parade continued for three hours, during which the march- 
ers’ numbers were swelled into the thousands. Not even the rain 
could dampen the marchers’ determination to close down all es- 
tablishments. “Through the pelting rain they went, closed shop af- 
ter shop, and making threats of what would be done if the work 
resumed before the strike was over,” reported the Globe-Democrat. 
By sundown, nearly all the manufacturing establishments had been 
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closed; the next morning, the Daily Market Reporter announced 
that “the strike in its effect permeated every branch of trade in St. 
Louis.” That same morning, the Missouri Republican conceded that 
the parade which had closed down St. Louis was generally orderly, 
and it complimented the Workingmen’s Party for its “leadership 
and organizational qualities.””” 

The grand climax of the exciting day came that evening at a mass 
meeting at Lucas Market, where an estimated 10,000 people as- 
sembled for another WPUS meeting. Peter A. Lofgreen opened the 
meeting, the largest of its kind held during the strike, with the an- 
nouncement that the general strike must go on not only until the 
eight-hour day was achieved, but until the workers obtained con- 
trol of the government and cleaned it out. This could be accom- 
plished, he declared, if the workingmen sent to Washington as their 
representatives men of their own class, instead of the “kid glove” 
lawyers who had so misrepresented them during the last decade. 
But to achieve this goal, labor must unite behind the Workingmen’s 
Party. Then, just as Lincoln had freed the four million slaves, the 
nine million white slaves would be emancipated. Finally, in a refer- 
ence to the defense of the railroad companies’ wage-cutting poli- 
cies, he said that if the railroads could not pay the interest on their 
bonds, let alone meet their expenses, the managers should resign 
and put the roads into the hands of the people. 

Another party speaker stressed that the movement was “not a 
strike but a social revolution”: “The people are rising up in their 
might and declaring that they will not longer submit to being op- 
pressed by unproductive capital.” “This great movement is rapidly 
increasing in intensity,’ said another party spokesman, “and is now 
so strong that no state, and not even the United States Government 
can peaceably put a stop to it.” He demanded that Congress pass an 
effective eight-hour law, recall the charters of all national banks, 
institute a public works program to relieve unemployment, and 
purchase all railroads with an issue of greenbacks. “I propose,” he 


concluded, “that we make an appeal directly to the President of the 
United States.” 
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The meeting closed with the adoption of “a platform and plan of 
action” submitted by the executive committee. Printed later under 
the title of “Vox Populi Vox Dei” (Voice of the People, Voice of God), 
the manifesto noted that “the entire labor movement of the USA” 
was “in a condition of revolution,” and that the managers of the 
railroads had “confessed their inability to make expenses.” In view 
of this, the manifesto demanded that the government “take posses- 
sion of all the railroads and run them for the general welfare.” Three 
other demands were advanced: for the “recall of all charters of all 
national banks, together with their whole currency,” for a program 
of public works, and for an eight-hour law. If these demands were 
granted, the workingmen would pledge that they would “everywhere 
uphold the government of the people thus established in justice 
and equity.” 

That night, the executive committee ruled the city. Nearly all the 
manufacturing establishments in St. Louis had been closed. Sixty 
factories were shut down, not including the “mercantile firms from 
Fifth Street to the river... which closed down for prudential rea- 
sons.” “Business is fairly paralyzed here,” said the Daily Market Re- 
porter. Such economic activities as continued did so only with the 
permission of the executive committee. The British consul in St. 
Louis noted how the railroad strikers had “taken the road into their 
own hands, running the trains and collecting fares,’ and added that 
“it is to be deplored that a large portion of the general public ap- 
pear to regard such conduct as a legitimate mode of warfare.”” 

A repetition of Wednesday’s parade on Thursday morning closed 
twenty more factories. In order to provide bread, a flour mill was 
permitted to remain open. When the owner of the Belcher Sugar 
Refinery applied to the executive committee for permission to op- 
erate his plant for forty-eight hours, lest a large quantity of sugar 
spoil, the executive committee persuaded the refinery workers to 
go back and work and sent a guard of two hundred men to protect 
the refinery. David T. Burbank points out that “the Belcher episode 
revealed ... the spectacle of the owner of one of the city’s largest 
industrial enterprises recognizing the de facto authority of the Ex- 
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ecutive Committee.” Small wonder that some historians later de- 
scribed the situation as “the St. Louis ‘Soviet,” and that the “‘So- 
viet’... seems to have taken over most of the functions of govern- 
ment in the city.”™® The contemporary press, however, preferred the 
title, “St. Louis Commune,” and while the St. Louis papers used that 
term in horror, they still took a certain pride in the claim that it was 
the “only genuine Commune’ established during the Great Strikes 
of 18772) 

But reports of a mighty executive committee representing at least 
22,000 workingmen and carrying through a “real revolution” unhes- 
itatingly and unswervingly, until crushed by overwhelming police 
and military force, were hardly accurate. In truth, having shattered 
the authority of the city and temporarily paralyzed the wealthy 
classes, the executive committee vacillated, hesitated, and fell back, 
unsure of what to do next. At the same time, it revealed that it feared 
the very mass movement it had helped to create. The committee 
was actually a mass of contradictions. In a handbill issued on July 
25, it raised the threat of mob violence, and at the same time repu- 
diated it. The handbill expressed the workingmen’s desire to gain 
their demands “without spilling one drop of blood”; yet it demanded 
“justice . . . or death!” Again: “We shall do all in our power to keep 
down the mob, but fear we can no longer restrain the starving mil- 
lions of our once happy land.” A further contradiction was in the 
declaration: “We are united in purpose,” but “are undecided what 
course to pursue.””” 

The next day, July 26, the executive committee issued a procla- 
mation to employers, through the mayor of St. Louis, suggesting 
that they feed the strikers and hinting that in this way they could 
“avoid plunder, arson or violence by persons made desperate by 
destitution. . . .” The proclamation assured the mayor of the execu- 
tive committee’s desire to assist “in maintaining order and protect- 
ing property,” and concluded with this revealing statement: 


Further, in order to avoid riot, we have determined to have 
no large processions until our organization is so complete as to 
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positively assure the citizens of St. Louis of a perfect maintenance 
of order and full protection of property.” 


Yet it was precisely those “large processions” that had been the 
main source of the committee’s strength, and its decision to hold 
no further meetings was fatal, for it practically guaranteed that the 
great upheaval would disintegrate. There were no strong trade unions 
left in St. Louis, so that it was only through the mass meetings that 
the committee had been able to maintain contact with the workers. 

The decision was motivated by a variety of reasons, but the chief 
one was the fear that the mass meetings could quickly get out of 
control as speakers pressed for a more militant policy than that 
advocated by the executive committee. When a speaker at a mass 
meeting on July 25 began talking of “commencing the work of or- 
ganizing and arming” so as to be prepared for an armed attack 
against the strikers by the police and the federal troops, the execu- 
tive committee tried to have him arrested. However, he vanished 
before the police could lay their hands on him. 

Racism, too, played an important part in the committee’s deci- 
sion. When the Black steamboat man had asked at the very outset of 
the strike whether the crowd would stand behind the strikers regard- 
less of color, he had good reason to raise the question. Since the end 
of slavery, neither the trade unions nor the socialist organizations of 
St. Louis had ever displayed any willingness to cooperate with Black 
workers, and during its year of existence the Workingmen’s Party of 
St. Louis had not made the slightest effort to recruit Blacks. The an- 
swer of the crowd—“We will”—had encouraged the Black workers, 
and, as we have seen, they began to play a prominent role in the 
general strike. Indeed, a reporter for the New York Sun noted that 
the Black participation with white workers in the general strike was 
“a novel feature of the times.”™* 

But the “novel feature” soon began to disturb both camps in the 
St. Louis struggle. The establishment, of course, was shocked at the 
notion that Blacks were forgetting their assigned role of “contented 
banjo-strummers,” and were beginning to assert their rights just as 
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if they were white. In its description of the Black strikers who had 
paraded on the levee before joining the great procession, the Mis- 
souri Republican had labeled them “a dangerous-looking set of 
men,” and had observed almost in terror that “there was some- 
thing blood-curdling in the manner in which they shouldered their 
clubs and started up the levee whooping.” And the St. Louis Times 
kept insisting that women workers in the factories were holding 
back from joining the general strike because they were “frightened 
at the scent and wild-eyed look of the black race.” 

As Blacks began to appear in the processions and at the mass meet- 
ings sponsored by the Workingmen’s Party, the press—and particu- 
larly the Missouri Republican—began to paint pictures of a move- 
ment that was being taken over by “notorious Negroes.” It was all 
due, it charged, to the “insidious influence of the International,” 
and the Workingmen’s Party was accused of being responsible for 
these “outrages” against the social values of the community.” 

This was enough for the white supremacists in the Workingmen’s 
Party. After the strike, Albert Currlin, a leader of the German sec- 
tion and a prominent member of the executive committee, was in- 
terviewed by the St. Louis Times. In the course of the interview, 
Currlin emphasized that the executive committee had been shocked 
by the part the “niggers” had assumed in the parades and mass 
meetings, and that it viewed with horror the thought of having them 
as members. “A gang of niggers, it looked like about 500, came to 
Turner Hall, and sent word that they wanted to join our party. We 
replied that we wanted nothing to do with them.” Thereafter, he 
said, the party leadership tried “to dissuade any white men from 
going with the niggers.”™ [The use of the derogatory term is Curr- 
lin’s.] One sure way of keeping Blacks out of mass meetings, and 
white workers from joining the Black workers, was not to hold any 
mass meetings at all! 

Another factor contributing to the weakness of the WPUS dur- 
ing the general strike was the influence of Lassalleanism, which re- 
sulted in a reluctance to link the struggle more closely to trade union- 
ism. Not much was done to involve whatever unions still existed in 
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organizing the strikers, the vast majority of whom were unorga- 
nized, into unions or to mobilize them to fight jointly for demands 
that would give the workers concrete, immediate benefits. Instead, 
the party and executive committee speakers, and their literature, 
raised only national and state legislative demands, such as those for 
a state law for the eight-hour day, for the prohibition of child labor, 
for a national law for the issuance of greenbacks with which to pur- 
chase the railroads, for a national law for the recall of the charters 
of all national banks, and for a national eight-hour law. Aside from 
the fact that the demand for currency reform had little in common 
with the WPUS platform, it was hardly a program that the workers 
could turn to for their immediate benefit. 

Whatever the reasons—fear, racism, internal dissension, or the 
lack of a concrete program—the executive committee of the Work- 
ingmen’s Party of the United States in St. Louis simply lost contact 
with the people it had organized and led. David T. Burbank put it 


aptly: 


At the very point in the strike when the Committee should 
have exercised the strictest control of its forces, and should have 
stated its objectives, policies and strategies in the clearest man- 
ner, it virtually abdicated.” 


Having abandoned the holding of mass meetings, the executive 
committee was reduced to appealing to the authorities, and its ap- 
peals were couched in the type of contradictory language already 
cited, which opposed mob violence while at the same time threat- 
ening that only the adoption of its demands would forestall it. It 
urged Governor Phelps to convene the legislature and speak out for 
the passage of an eight-hour law and for a measure prohibiting the 
employment of children under fourteen years of age. “Nothing short 
of compliance to the above just demand,” the committee declared, 
“will arrest the tidal wave of revolution?” 

At an earlier stage in the general strike, such a declaration might 
have produced results; state and city authorities had practically left 
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the executive committee in control of the city, and when the receiv- 
ers of the St. Louis & Southeastern Railroad had asked Mayor 
Overstolz to arrest the strikers, he had refused because of his “in- 
ability to do so.”® But by the time the executive committee pleaded 
with the governor, the authorities had decided that the general strike 
was already in the process of disintegrating and that there were other 
ways of arresting “the tidal wave of revolution” than by making 
concessions to the executive committee. 

On Friday, July 27, the executive committee issued a “Proclama- 
tion to the Citizens of St. Louis” assuring them that reports that the 
committee favored “arming” the workers were “villainous false- 
hoods.” As usual, it denounced “mob violence” and declared itself 
ready to assist the city authorities in preventing “mobs” from pa- 
rading through the streets. It called upon the businessmen to “fur- 
ther the passage of an eight-hour law.”°! 

Even as the executive committee was denying the charge that it 
intended to arm the workers, St. Louis merchants had raised $20,000 
to arm a citizens’ militia; the swank St. Louis Gun Club had con- 
tributed shotguns and 1,500 rifles had arrived from the state arse- 
nal, while small arms were being shipped from the federal arsenal 
at Rock Island to arm the citizens. Three companies of the United 
States Infantry came in from Kansas to buttress the St. Louis police 
and its citizen militia. Mayor Overstolz, having been raked over the 
coals by the press for attending a WPUS meeting, albeit only as a 
bystander at the edge of the crowd, took steps to make amends. He 
issued a proclamation warning the “Communists” to desist from 
closing factories, and ordered all business to resume operations. 
Governor Phelps, who had not even been to the city, issued his own 
proclamation instructing all “riotous” elements to desist.” 

Receiver Wilson was pleased. “Time has come,” he wired Schurz, 
“when the President should stamp out mob now rampant. .. . The 
law can be found for it after order is restored.” 

Thus, while the executive committee was issuing proclamations 
and handbills affirming its devotion to peaceful activities and its 
abhorrence of violence in any form, powerful forces in the city, 
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undeterred by any such scruples, were mobilizing to crush the strike 
by whatever means might be necessary. 

During the morning of Friday, July 27, “a very large crowd,” es- 
timated at over two thousand, congregated outside Schuler’s Hall, 
where the executive committee (having been ousted from Turner 
Hall) was meeting. A Globe-Democrat reporter circulating among 
the Black and white workers found them growing impatient with 
the executive committee’s failure to act. They expressed the fear 
that unless the strikers were organized as rapidly as the citizens’ 
militia was organizing, it would soon be over, and that it was “now 
or never." A Missouri Republican reporter on the scene quoted a 
Black striker as expressing the wish that arms might be turned over 
to “a company of colored men,” and he guaranteed that the strike 
would end quickly and victoriously. The crowd agreed, and cried 
out that the issue was “whether the poor man was going to get any 
show at all for his rights.” Occasionally, the reporter noted, Lofgreen 
of the executive committee would emerge from the committee room 
in his shirtsleeves and take a walk among the workers, “beaming 
benignly on a few and scowling at those who demanded to know 
whether they were to have nothing better than finger-nails for long- 
range fighting.”® At this point, the Globe-Democrat reporter added: 
“The crowd would not leave the vicinity of the communist head- 
quarters. They certainly expected arms and orders, and that is the 
reason why they waited patiently.’ 

But all they received from the executive committee was a posted 
notice reading: 


To the Workingmen: Have patience. The Executive Commit- 
tee are now busily organizing the various trades-unions. Del- 
egations from the unions will report tonight, when the facts will 
be given to the public. No man of spirit will disturb the Execu- 
tive Committee." 


Albert Currlin later claimed that detectives mingling with the 
crowd had spread the report that the executive committee had 
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seven thousand stands of arms and plenty of ammunition, which 
would be distributed for a fight to the finish. He described how 
part of the crowd came up the stairs to the committee room and 
“threatened to throw us out of the window if we didn’t give them 
arms.” Currlin proudly related to the reporter for the Times that he 
told the gang that the committee had no arms and had no inten- 
tion of fighting—“that if the police came . . . we would give up right 
away. °° 

At three o’clock in the afternoon, someone came into the hall 
and shouted, “The soldiers are coming!” The alarm had been given 
several times earlier that day, and a good many of those present 
paid no attention to the new notice. About a hundred workers, how- 
ever, moved downstairs to the street. The Missouri Republican re- 
porter climbed out upon the balcony, on top of the second story 
awning, from which point he commanded a long view of Fifth Street 
south. As he described it: 


The scene of Fifth Street was a pretty one. The police cavalry, 
led by Captain Fox and Sergeant Florerich, came northward at a 
moderate gait, occupying nearly the full width of the street. Just 
behind them the two files of foot police, led by Captain Lee, 
mounted, and with Captain Hueber and Sergeants Body and 
Powell, afoot, moving with a quick step, their bayoneted mus- 
kets at a “carry arms.” The cannon showed grimly near the middle 
of the force. The rear of the company was brought up by Mayor 
Overstolz and three citizens who marched well, regardless of mud. 

A half block behind these, the soldiers, with their forest of 
bayonets, advanced with regular, measured tread, presenting a 
very pretty column.” 


This “pretty scene” was quickly followed by a bloody one, as the 
police drove their horses into the crowd outside Schuler’s Hall, 
swinging their clubs viciously at the heads of anyone in sight, en- 
couraged by Captain Fox’s cry, “They have no business here. Cut 
em down, if they don’t go.”” 
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The attack of the mounted police drove workers away from out- 
side the hall and caused a general stampede among those inside. 
The Missouri Republican reporter, viewing it from his vantage point, 
wrote: 


Some jumped from the third-story porch on the south side 
of the building, and running over a couple of roofs, made a de- 
scent. Many shinned down the pillars of the porches. A score of 
others got up on the second floor balcony at the east side of the 
building, and letting themselves down their full length, dropped 
upon the sidewalk, all in a heap. Several of these jumpers suffered 
severe sprains. 


The foot soldiers arrested those strikers who remained in the 
building. Nota shot had been fired. The reporter closed his account: 


The fort was taken, the mob was dispersed or captured, and a 
work, great not in itself, but in its influence on future affairs, was 
completed without bloodshed.”! 


As soon as the strikers came down from the hall, they were 
marched between two lines of armed police to the Four Courts, 
where they were locked temporarily in the basement. The arrested 
parties, the Globe-Democrat reported, “conducted themselves very 
peaceably.” The paper observed with some regret that none of the 
seventy-three arrested were members of the executive committee. 
Several of the committee members escaped through the windows, 
while Albert Currlin met the police on the steps as he walked out, 
but was not recognized. The reporters for the Missouri Republican 
and the Globe-Democrat were not that lucky. They, too, were not 
recognized, but, on the assumption that they had “no business” in 
the area, they were arrested and marched with the other prisoners 
to the Four Courts, where they were later released.” 

Within two days, the entire executive committee, together with a 
considerable number of other members of the Workingmen’s Party, 
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were behind bars.” But by that time, the general strike in St. Louis 
was over. It ended on Friday afternoon, immediately after the po- 
lice and militia had captured “Fort Schuler” without a struggle. To 
be sure, there was some hope that if the strike in East St. Louis con- 
tinued, the strikers on the other side of the river might regain their 
shattered confidence and renew the struggle. But any hope in that 
direction ended when the news came in the early hours of Satur- 
day, July 28, that United States troops had poured into East St. Louis 
and taken over the Relay Depot, without meeting any more resis- 
tance from the railroad strikers than the police and militia had en- 
countered in St. Louis. The last flare-up of the strike in East St. Louis 
came on Sunday, July 29, when the railroad strikers made a final 
but futile effort to enforce the freight blockade. United States troops 
helped Marshal Edward Roe arrest scores of strikers, and the strike 
was over.” 

In ending a report on the Great Strike in East St. Louis and St. 
Louis, the British vice-consul commented caustically that “the ille- 
gal arrest of a few men met together to talk in a hall was sufficient 
to bring the whole affair to an end.”” This tone was reflected also in 
the St. Louis press, which had a field day ridiculing the very same 
Workingmen’s Party and its executive committee, which for over a 
week the press had painted as all-powerful, and as strong enough 
to engineer a revolution in the nation. “Communism in St. Louis 
received a very black eye... ,” sneered the Globe-Democrat. “After 
all the brag and bluster of ‘the Executive Committee, it took only a 
small squad of police to disperse the mob of more than 1,000 within 
five minutes, and without a shot being fired.” However, the paper 
did concede that the forces of law and order in St. Louis had had to 
face a strike unprecedented in American history, and it published a 
list of sixty factories that had been closed by the strike, not includ- 
ing the “mercantile firms from Fifth Street to the river... which 
closed down for prudential reasons.” Had there been an effective 
leadership, it admitted, the stricken city could truly have been trans- 
formed into “the first American Commune.” The Times agreed 
that St. Louis had just barely escaped the revolution: “Had a single 
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man of good executive ability taken hold of the movement, it could 
never have been crushed so easily.’”” But it was the Missouri Repub- 
lican that had the last word. The strikers, it declared, had proclaimed 


“a revolution, and it was a revolution.” 


Militia shoots strikers at Frederick and Baltimore streets, Baltimore, Maryland 
(above). Strikers drag scabs from trains on the Baltimore & Ohio at 
Martinsburg, West Virginia (below). 
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New York Herald maps spread of strike through July 23 and recounts the battle 
of Pittsburgh under the headline “INSURRECTION!” 
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By July 27, Herald shows strike affecting railroads nationwide. 
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Scenes from Chicago: Troops drive strikers from Turner Hall (above). The battle at 
Halsted Street viaduct. 


THE FRENZY, AND WHAT CAME OF IT —{Daiws ov R A. Avner} 


Antistrike cartoon from Harper's Weekly: The Frenzy, and What Came of It. 


The end of the Great Strike 


The speed with which the Great Strike moved across the country 
was positively breathtaking. On July 18 the strike, which had begun 
in West Virginia, spread to Ohio; one day later, it reached Pennsylva- 
nia, and a day after that, New York. On Sunday and Monday, July 22 
and 23, thousands of workers throughout the eastern and midwestern 
sections of the country went on strike. By noon on Tuesday, July 24, 
the Great Strike had ripped through West Virginia, Maryland, Penn- 
sylvania, New York, New Jersey, Ohio, Indiana, Kentucky, Missouri, 
and even Iowa. The New York World estimated that day that it in- 
volved more than eighty thousand railroad workers and over five 
hundred thousand workers in other occupations.' Aside from the 
walkouts of workers in sympathy with the railroad men, thousands of 
businesses that were dependent upon the railroads for their supplies— 
factories, mills, coal mines, and oil refineries—were forced to shut down. 
In Cleveland, for example, the effects of the stoppage on the Pennsyl- 
vania Railroad system were felt as early as Monday morning, July 22, 
and the Cleveland Leader noted that the closing down of the Cleve- 
land & Pittsburgh line (a subsidiary of the Pennsylvania Railroad) 
by “rioters” had cut off an “important source of supply for fuel”: 
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As a direct consequence of this, all the mills and furnaces of 
the Cleveland Rolling Mill Company and the Northern Ohio Iron 
Company are shut down. The Standard Oil Company, with its 
legion of employees, will stop work this morning for lack of trans- 
portation. No less than six foundries in this city will be forced to 
suspend operations today. .. .” 


By Wednesday, July 25, all the main railway lines were affected, 
and employees of some Canadian roads were also joining the strike.” 
By this time, it was a thoroughly national event. Business in many 
cities was feeling the effect of the freight blockade; for example, New 
York’s supply of western grain and cattle had been completely cut 
off. There were strike reports from such scattered points as Kansas 
City, Chicago, Indianapolis, Terre Haute, Columbus, Cincinnati, 
Louisville, Pittsburgh, Baltimore, East St. Louis, and St. Louis. Illi- 
nois Central trains were stopped at Effingham, Malltown, Decatur, 
and Carbondale, Illinois. Governor Cullom of that state declared 
in his 1879 biennial message that “the railway trains and machine 
shops and factories in Chicago, Peoria, Galesburg, Decatur, and East 
St. Louis were in the hands of the mob, as well as the mines at 
Bradwood, La Salle, and some other places.”* The New York Sun felt 
that the decision of railroad workers on the line controlled by the 
Delaware & Hudson Canal Company not to walk out was so un- 
usual a piece of news that it placed it on its front page under the 
headline, “Where There Was No Strike.” 

On Wednesday, July 25, John Hay confided to his father-in-law 
that the railroads would probably have to surrender to the demands 
of the strikers, even though he felt that it was disgraceful.‘ Others 
in his class had reached the same conclusion, and that evening quite 
a few public officials throughout the United States felt more genu- 
ine alarm at the possibility of imminent social revolution than on 
any occasion before—and probably since.’ 

But that same day, Andrew C. Cameron, long-time editor of the 
Chicago Workingman’s Advocate, took a more realistic view of the 
situation. He noted that if the corporations really wanted to, they 
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could easily bring the struggle to a peaceful end. While it was true 
that the Great Strike had sprung from a reservoir of accumulated 
grievances, as far as the railroad workers were concerned, the one 
grievance that was universally cited was the 10 percent wage reduc- 
tion, and it was this that bound workers in Baltimore to those in 
Chicago and made them all part of the tremendous labor upheaval. 
Therefore, the speedy rescinding of the wage cut, reasoned Cameron, 
could restore peace on the railroads, and this would influence other 
employers to make concessions and bring the nation back to nor- 
malcy. 

But, Cameron continued, the railroad managers had proclaimed 
that the demand for the restoration of the wage cut was an infringe- 
ment on their management rights, and they were determined not 
to allow the slightest interference with their total domination over 
the lives of their workers. In this, they were receiving the backing of 
the nation’s press, for those few railroad managers who had re- 
scinded the wage cut were being pilloried as traitors to the nation. 
Instead of settling the conflict on reasonable terms, the capitalists 
were relying on their “puppets” in city and state governments to do 
the work for them of breaking the strike and forcing the workers to 
live at a starvation level. Thus, while they appeared to be paralyzed 
and helpless, their agents were drowning “the grand uprising of 
labor” in blood: 


Already two hundred lives have been sacrificed. The military 
powers in different states have been used to shoot like dogs men 
claiming their God-given rights: at Reading, Pittsburgh, Balti- 
more, Chicago and other points, men, women and helpless chil- 
dren have been massacred by citizen soldiery, employed to en- 
force the demands of the railroad companies. 


“The end is not yet,’ Cameron went on. The strikers were yet to 
feel the full power of the federal, state, and city governments, as 
President Hayes did the bidding of the capitalists who had put him 
in the White House. Against such a massive array of force, he con- 
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cluded, the Great Strike could not possibly end in victory." 

Cameron proved a more accurate prophet than Hay. His evalua- 
tion of the situation that Wednesday, July 25, was based on reality. 
It is true that a few railroad managers had yielded to the workers’ 
demands. Even as Cameron was writing, a strike was being avoided 
on the “Bee Line”—the Cleveland, Columbus, Cincinnati & India- 
napolis Railroad—when President J.H. Deveraux rescinded the 10 
percent reduction. A few other railroads joined this move, and some 
miners in Pennsylvania were rehired at the old wage, not the pro- 
posed reduction—or even, in the case of those in Wilkes-Barre, at a 
ten percent increase.’ But these were few indeed, and the newspa- 
pers bitterly listed the names of the companies and wrote vitriolic 
editorials about the dire consequences of their action. Under no 
circumstances, the press warned, should the railroads give in to the 
demands of the strikers, for such a surrender would only encour- 
age future outbreaks. Typical was the view of the Nation, a journal 
which, although small in circulation, spoke for an influential sec- 
tion of the population: 


What is most to be feared now is that through some weak- 
ness on the part of the companies, the strikers may come out of 
the struggle with an appearance of victory. This would result ei- 
ther from a concession as to wages or the retention of persons 
engaged in the strike at any wages; and it would be a national 
calamity, for it would be virtually the surrender to a body of day 
laborers of the lowest grade of power, whenever they were dis- 
contented with their conditions, to block all the great highways 
in the country... .!° 


All but a few of the newspapers and periodicals offered advice to 
the railroads on how to deal with the strikers, and the vast majority 
called for the most brutal form of repression. It may not have come 
as a surprise that the Railroad Gazette, the trade journal, should 
demand that the strikers be “shot on the spot like highway rob- 
bers.""' But it certainly was not to be expected that Lucy Stone, a 
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leading women’s rights advocate, should write in the Woman’s Jour- 
nal: “The insurrection must be suppressed, if it costs a hundred 
thousand lives and the destruction of every railroad in the coun- 
try.” The Independent, a religious weekly, gave similar callous ad- 
vice: 


If the club of the policeman, knocking out the brains of the 
rioter, will answer, then well and good; but if it does not promptly 
meet the exigency, then bullets and bayonets, canister and grape— 
with no shame or pretense, in order to frighten men, but with 
fearful and destructive reality—constitute the one remedy and 
one duty of the hour. . . . Rioters are worse than mad dogs.... 
Napoleon was right when he said that the way to deal with a 
mob is to exterminate it.” 


This advice was accepted by governors, mayors, judges, and even 
by the president of the United States. But then, said the Martinsburg 
Statesman (one of the few papers to defend the strikers from begin- 
ning to end), such action was really not too surprising: “Presidents, 
judges, governors, mayors and legislators are but cats’ paws nowa- 
days in the interest of rings and corporations.”"* 

Cameron was realistic, too, when he predicted that the strikers 
could not possibly win in the face of the kind of power massed by 
the federal, state, and city governments. To cite but one example: by 
Tuesday afternoon, July 24, the Pennsylvania Railroad had at its 
disposal for use against the strikers in Philadelphia a total of 1,400 
armed police, 400 armed firemen, 700 United States regulars, 125 
marines, 2,000 special police, and 500 men of the Veteran Corps. 
Because the city had no means of paying this force, it sought help 
from the business community. They arranged for a loan of $518.40 
from each of the thirty-five local financial institutions, for a total of 
$18,144, which the city repaid in October.” 

Within the space of eight days, nine governors, under the influ- 
ence of railroad managers and owners, defined the strike as an in- 
surrection and called for federal troops. After some slight hesita- 
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tion, the administration accepted their definition and yielded con- 
trol of the federal troops to the governors. “The failure to distin- 
guish between an ‘insurrection and a genuine work stoppage placed 
the federal government in league with the railroads,” observes Jean 
Martin Cooper in his study of the federal military intervention. 
Pointing out that the army did not kill one striker in 1877, Cooper 
notes that by the time the federal troops arrived at any point in the 
upheaval, “violence had run its course or local officials had become 
organized enough to restore order.” But he makes this significant 
point: 


... the Army remained on duty related to the railroad strike 
through mid-August in some states, and until the end of August 
in others. It was during this time that they performed the most 
important part of their duty, strikebreaking. Federal troops 
opened rail traffic in West Virginia, Maryland, Pennsylvania, In- 
diana, Illinois, and Missouri. By protecting non-striking train 
crews, maintaining peace along the line of traffic, in the rail yards 
and in train stations, the Army guaranteed management the kind 
of protection state and local governments could not give.'® 


While the governors were pleading for federal troops, they were 
dispatching National Guard divisions and “reading the riot act” to 
strikers. One governor went so far as to threaten strikers with pros- 
ecution for first-degree murder if they misplaced a rail or obstructed 
a track in any way, and a federal judge did his part by insisting that 
a strike against a road in receivership constituted contempt of court, 
and backed up this astounding new claim with federal troops.” 

The decision to send troops against strikers on railroads that were 
in receivership was unprecedented. Up to that time, federal forces 
had been used during the strike to guard United States property, 
and then only upon formal requests from state governors. The new 
decision was made at a cabinet meeting on Thursday, July 26. The 
day before, there had been a serious discussion about the calling 
out of volunteers, a move that Pennsylvania Railroad President 
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Thomas Scott had been urging upon Hayes since Saturday, on the 
ground that the United States Army was being spread dangerously 
thin.’ But as much as Hayes would have liked to oblige the man 
who had put him into the White House, he was influenced more by 
a letter that Secretary of the Treasury John Sherman had received 
that morning from a friend in Cincinnati: “Tell the President a call 
for volunteers will precipitate a revolution. Tell him I speak advis- 
edly.” Although this correspondence is not mentioned in Hayes’s 
notes of that day’s cabinet meeting, the president and his cabinet 
members must have seen the wisdom of its advice, for the idea of 
calling out volunteers was finally overruled.?? That night, Charles 
Nordhoff, “the best-informed and most influential Washington cor- 
respondent of his day,” wrote Secretary of the Interior Schurz, ad- 
vancing another argument against the calling out of volunteers: “If 
you should call for troops, there are signs that you would only get a 
lot of riffraff who would mutiny on your hands.””! 

The following night, Schurz received a telegram from Parkers- 
burg, Pennsylvania, informing the secretary: “Should the President 
intercede if the strikers should submit an honorable proposition of 
compromise to the Balt{im]o.[re] Road I believe it can be obtained. 
Large oil interests here have requested me to ask. I will go to 
Wash[ingto]n. if favorable.” It is hardly surprising that the “oil 
interests” should have been interested in bringing the strike to a 
speedy end. Supplies of fuel were running short in a number of 
cities, and the companies were unable to furnish any oil.” But even 
though the workers on the Baltimore & Ohio made an offer to “com- 
promise,” no summons to Washington was sent to the party who 
had sent the wire. The president and his cabinet were clearly not 
interested in ending the strike by “compromise” if it meant yield- 
ing to any of the strikers’ demands. 

By contrast, a reply was sent to frantic wires from United States 
District Judge Walter Q. Gresham informing Hayes that the situa- 
tion in Indianapolis was “most critical and dangerous,” that the 
“mob” was the “supreme authority,” and that there was “so much 
sympathy with the strike,” and “so much distrust of local authori- 
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ties” in that city that it was urgent that federal troops be sent there 
immediately. Hayes knew very well from the Signal Corps in India- 
napolis that Gresham’s hysterical report was not true—in fact that, 
on the contrary, there was “not the least sign of mob violence” in 
Indianapolis.** But he hardly hesitated in meeting Gresham’s re- 
quest. The pressure of the strike was now beginning to let up. Calls 
for soldiers were coming in less frequently, as were reports of vio- 
lence. It was apparent that the troops could be spared. Four batter- 
ies of regulars had just finished their job in Reading; General Getty 
and the Second U.S. Artillery had met with success in breaking the 
blockade in West Virginia and Maryland; and the crises had passed 
in Hornellsville, Albany, Buffalo, Columbus, Cincinnati, and other 
places. True, Chicago and St. Louis were still raging, but Hayes was 
not worried. 

The cabinet shared Hayes’s optimism, and the atmosphere at the 
meeting grew lighthearted. Much pleasure was derived from the 
frantic suggestion of the governor of Wisconsin that three residents 
of the Old Soldiers’ Home in Milwaukee be mustered in to save the 
city from “the labor insurrection.” Two days earlier, this proposi- 
tion might have been taken seriously. But now Hayes recorded: 
“[{Secretary of State William M.] Evarts laughs: ‘Old Home men 
had better be called out to keep open the drives in the Park.” 

It was in this good-humored atmosphere that Hayes made the 
precedent-setting decision that was to plague the labor movement 
for years to come. “It looks now as if our expectations of getting 
through without extraordinary measures would not be disap- 
pointed,’ observed Evarts. Therefore, casually, confidently, and 
without much deliberation, the decision was made to send federal 
troops to sustain and support Gresham’s claim that striking against 
a road in receivership constituted contempt of court. It only re- 
mained for the courts to give legal sanction to Hayes’s decision, 
and on August 1 and 2 Judge Thomas Drummond—a man who 
shared Gresham’s view on labor—did this almost automatically. 

Gresham wired Judge Drummond asking him to come down 
from Chicago to try the persons arrested during the strike. He did 
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this, his wife explained, because he had been so involved in the events 
that he was afraid he would not be able to adjudicate the issue im- 
partially,” but since he and Drummond shared the same preju- 
dices, it actually made no difference who tried the cases. In the 
end, both of them did—jointly. On August 1, fifteen strikers were 
brought before the judges. They were presumed guilty of contempt 
and were asked if they could prove their innocence. A jury trial was 
not even considered. The prosecution rested its entire case on the 
testimony of the company officials, and after they had finished, the 
strikers were brought up to answer for themselves. The outcome 
was inevitable: thirteen of them were found guilty and sentenced to 
from one to six months in jail. One striker was acquitted, and the 
other was permitted to go free for one year on good behavior on a 
$5,000 bond.” 

The unprecedented technical ground for the decision in these 
cases was that the strikers had disobeyed the court’s orders to the 
receivers to operate the railroads involved. In other words, Drum- 
mond had turned receivership orders into standing injunctions 
against strikes, and had made violators liable to automatic impris- 
onment without due process of law. Actually, in his casual compli- 
ance with Gresham’s frantic request for troops, Hayes set a prece- 
dent which was to be used in later years not only for the benefit of 
receivers, but for all other businessmen as well. Thus, the strike in- 
junction, backed by the power of the U.S. Army—one of the most 
effective weapons to be used against the labor movement—emerged 
out of the cases in 1877.” 

In the same decision in Indianapolis, Judge Drummond forged 
another antistrike weapon by holding that the strikers had ob- 
structed the mails because they “arrested the trains by which they 
were carried.” This decision was ironical as well as tragic. When the 
strikers had allowed mail trains to go through, the companies 
stopped running any trains, hoping to get the men convicted for 
interfering with the mails. The superintendent of the Pittsburgh, 
Cincinnati & St. Louis Line refused to allow the mail to go out, 
although the strikers had said they would take it; he then blamed 
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the strikers for stopping it, and demanded that the federal courts 
arrest them for contempt of court. As he explained: “The mail al- 
ways has gone with the passenger trains, and if the strikers don’t let 
them go, the mail don’t go. That’s the strikers’ fault, not ours.” 

When the strikers pleaded with Postmaster General David M. 
Key to order the companies to send the mail through, they were 
ignored. But when the companies placed mail on passenger trains 
and these trains were delayed even slightly, the Hayes administra- 
tion charged that federal postal laws had been violated, and threat- 
ened the strikers with jail if they did not allow the trains to go 
through. Even though the strikers agreed to these terms—signify- 
ing their recognition that they could not hold out against such open 
government hostility—they were later “vigorously prosecuted” in 
the courts for having delayed the mails. This, too, would establish a 
serious precedent for breaking important strikes of American work- 
ers in the future.*! 

At the time, however, the railroad strikers were concerned with 
their own struggles rather than with those that lay ahead for them 
and their descendants. With the enormous power of the federal 
government now fully joined to that of the city and state, many of 
them were convinced that their defeat was inevitable and gave up 
the struggle. But by no means all of them, for, even though many of 
the strikers began to drift back, seeking their jobs, others were hold- 
ing out—stubbornly, if vainly, resisting the breaking up of the freight 
blockade, battling the police in Chicago, and impatiently pleading 
for arms with which to fight back in St. Louis. And on July 27—the 
very day that the railroad blockade was wholly or partially raised at 
several of the major transportation centers, and the day the crisis 
passed in Chicago and the general strike was broken in St. Louis— 
the Great Strike came to Galveston, Texas. The headline in the 
Galveston Daily News of July 28 read: “IT IS HERE!”? Hundreds of 
Black (and a few Irish) laborers went on strike against a cut in their 
wages from $2.00 to $1.50 per day. For the next several days, the 
strikers paraded through the streets of the city, moving from job to 
job and asking all workers who made less than $2.00 a day to join 
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them. At the Narrow Gauge Railroad, the strikers told the men en- 
gaged in laying the track that “they were not being justly compen- 
sated for their labor, and that no measure could repair the wrongs 
to which they were subjected except that to which the body before 
them had resorted. They urged them to lay down their tools and to 
‘stand by their rights’ until the price of $2 per day was paid them.” 
The reporter for the Galveston Daily News, who was following the 
strikers as they moved from place to place, described the response: 


All the hands employed at this point immediately assented to 
the proposition and filled out the strength of the column that 
was leading the revolutionary movement against a low rate of 
wages.” 


After the strikers had succeeded in closing down the majority of 
Galveston’s business establishments, they marched to the court- 
house and, “without a dissenting voice,” adopted a series of resolu- 
tions. In view of the temper of the nation and the treatment that 
strikers were receiving in communities all over the country, the reso- 
lutions of the laborers of Galveston are remarkable for their cour- 
age. Moreover, they were probably the last resolutions adopted at a 
strikers’ meeting during the Great Strike. One of them read: 


Whereas the reduction of wages paid to the laboring classes, 
without any corresponding reduction in the cost of living, we 
believe to be a wrong that should not be tamely and quietly sub- 
mitted to by those most deeply and vitally interested in securing 
a fair and just compensation for their labor; and 

Whereas the necessity of revolutionizing the rates paid for 
labor has demonstrated itself in countless strikes which have 
occurred in all parts of the country, visiting only those places 
and affecting only those institutions which have pressed the ques- 
tion of reduction to the point where further toleration could re- 
sult in the absolute starvation of the laboring classes; therefore 
be it 
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Resolved, That it is not the intention or desire of the working- 
men of Galveston to do violence to either the persons or prop- 
erty of its people. 

Resolved, That in inaugurating the strike which has taken prac- 
tical form and existence today, we have but yielded to the popu- 
lar manner of expression of our condemnation of the oppres- 
sions to which we have been subjected in the reduction of the 
prices paid for our labor. . . . 

Resolved, That so long as the price of rates that now prevail 
continue, and the cost of the necessary elements of subsistence 
remain at the prices they now demand, that we deem $2 per diem 
for manual labor as a rate sufficiently low; and that we pledge 
ourselves by all honorable means to secure this rate for this city, 
and that we agree to work for no less under any circumstances. 


The third resolution, after asserting that “the law should be re- 
spected, and that all peaceable means . . . be exhausted by the la- 
boring classes to vindicate their claims for wages sufficient to meet 
the ordinary wants of life,” asked for the cooperation of the civil 
authorities in the achievement of the goal set by the strikers, and 
“in establishing permanently a fairer schedule in the price of hon- 
est labor.” 

But the authorities were more interested in breaking the strike, 
and after a Black striker had been shot by the police, they trotted 
out Norris Wright Cuney, a Black longshoreman leader, to persuade 
the strikers to give up the battle. Cuney told a crowd of several hun- 
dred strikers that they had no chance of winning, since they would 
speedily learn, as had the railroad strikers all over the country, that 
they could not hold out against armed soldiers: 


There are over 700 armed men—trained soldiers—in this city, 
who will annihilate you in an hour, and if they don’t quite suc- 
ceed, in the city of Houston, there are 1,000 men under arms 


who could be brought to this city in two hours and accomplish 
that bloody work.” 
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Since the Galveston Daily News had been reporting on its front 
page how soldiers had broken the resistance of railroad strikers who 
were still holding out at a few points in Indiana, Missouri, Ohio, 
Pennsylvania, and West Virginia, and arrested them by the hun- 
dreds,” Cuney’s warnings had to be taken seriously. Nevertheless, 
as the paper reported angrily, the strikers rejected the Black long- 
shoreman’s advice “with contempt,” and continued to fight for the 
wage scale they demanded.” By Tuesday, July 31, the majority of 
the employers, after meeting with a committee of five strikers who 
had been elected at the courthouse meeting, signed agreements to 
pay $2.00 a day.” 

As the male laborers were returning victoriously to their jobs, 
another strike broke out, this time among “the washerwomen, all 
colored.” The Galveston Daily News explained: 


The colored women, emboldened by the liberties allowed their 
fathers, husbands, and brothers, and being of a jealous nature, 
determined to have a public hurrah of their own, and as the men 
had now gained two dollars a day for a day’s labor, they would 
ask for $1.50 or $9 per week.” 


Following the pattern set by “their fathers, husbands, and broth- 
ers, the Black washerwomen went from laundry to laundry, urg- 
ing the women at work to demand $9.00 a week and to join the 
strike if their employer rejected the new wage scale: 


So down Market Street they went, led by a portly colored lady. 
On the way many expressions as to their contentions were heard, 
such as “We will starve no longer.” Success awaited them as many 
laundries, including those owned by the Chinese, granted their 
demands while at those which did not, the women were forced 
to leave and join the strikers. 

The women proceeded through Market to Eighteenth Street 
where they scattered after avowing they would meet again at 4 
o’clock on the corner of Market and Eleventh Streets, and visit 
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each place where women are hired, and if they receive less than 
$1.50 per day or $9.00 per week they would force them to quit. 


On Tuesday, July 31, President Hayes held his last important 
meeting during the Great Strike. Reports from all over the country 
indicated that the labor uprising was just about over; the militia 
was formally disbanded in St. Louis with a great parade through- 
out the city, and elsewhere citizens’ committees of safety were hail- 
ing the victory over strikers with toast after toast in saloons and 
taverns that had been allowed to resume business as usual.*’ But 
the president was still being pressed to make further use of United 
States troops by Thomas Scott, who wired from the Pennsylvania 
Railroad’s headquarters in Philadelphia: 


Please do not be misled by any news of peaceable settlement 
of existing troubles having been reached. The removal of the 
military in all probability will be followed by renewed outbreaks 
such as have occurred within the past week. You may depend 
upon it that riotous organizations will insist as opportunity offers 
upon their claim to set aside all laws until they are taught by 
experience that the government and the country are both deter- 
mined and able to maintain law and protect property. They evi- 
dently regard themselves today as virtual masters of several points 
in Indiana and they have again stopped the transportation of 
the military stores of the U.S. and the commerce between the 
states and with foreign countries. This whole matter is so grave 
and important and requires such careful consideration that I have 
taken the liberty of sending this message to you.” 


Since the Pennsylvania had resumed normal operations on July 
31, since Governor Hartranft of Pennsylvania was cleaning up re- 
sistance everywhere in that state with federal and state troops 
equipped with Gatling guns, and since reports from the U.S. Signal 
Service completely contradicted Scott’s wire with respect to the ex- 
isting dangers, the telegram was filed and forgotten. 
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On August 5, General Meyer, the chief signal officer, reported to 
the president and the secretary of war: “Pax semper ubique” (Peace 
always and everywhere).* 

Actually, it was not until the latter part of the month that all the 
isolated pockets of resistance gave in; in the case of the Scranton 
miners, even though their strike was broken early in August, they 
did not return to work on their employers’ terms until two months 
later. But by the end of July, newspapers throughout the country 
were carrying such headlines as: “THE REIGN OF THE COM- 
MUNE DRAWING TO AN END.” From August 1 on, the legend 
was: “LAW AND ORDER. THE COUNTRY HAS COME BACK 
TO THAT CONDITION ONCE MORE” 

The Great Strike occurred after a number of struggles between 
workers and factory owners in the depression years of the 1870s, 
touched off by declining wages and unemployment. In a surprising 
number of instances, the workingmen in small towns, without the 
benefit of trade unions or outside support, prevailed over the mill 
owner. And in the few cases in which workingmen suffered defeat, 
it was largely because the employer was able to obtain aid—strike- 
breakers or state militiamen—from outside the town and impose 
his will on the populace arrayed against him. Herbert Gutman, in 
his study of a dozen or so communities beset by industrial conflict 
during the 1870s, found that workingmen gained widespread sup- 
port from local shopkeepers, lawyers, and professional people. Shop- 
keepers and tavern keepers extended credit to striking workers. City 
officials refused to endorse the mill owner’s request for state troops. 
Police officers arrested strikebreakers on fabricated charges of tres- 
passing or carrying a weapon. 

Gutman also found that in the large commercial centers of New 
York and Chicago, the situation was different. In struggles between 
workers and employers, workingmen gained little or no support 
from the middle class elements that extended aid to workingmen 
in the small towns. The press, pulpit, police, and courts sided with 
the capitalists. Demands for public works were refused. Strikers and 
demonstrators were arrested, intimidated, and terrorized. The press 
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portrayed them as dangerous foreigners, radicals, and troublemak- 
ers. The pulpit intoned against them, while the middle class in gen- 
eral, from fear or anger, applauded at every turn.“ 

The experience of the railroad strikers and their allies in the Great 
Strike followed this pattern. But in the end it mattered little whether 
the struggle occurred in a small town or a big city. The decisive 
power was wielded by the president of the United States at the head 
of the federal troops, and the various state governors at the head of 
the state militias. 

On August 5, 1877, the Great Strike passed into history. As Presi- 
dent Hayes wrote in his diary: “The strikers have been put down by 
forcen a 


Epilogue 


“There is not much new to be told concerning the railroad strike,” 
declared the Pittsburgh Post on August 1, 1877, as it proceeded to 
move the Russo-Turkish War into first place in the news. Neverthe- 
less, for some time the Post and all other papers in the nation con- 
tinued to devote a good deal of space to discussions of the Great 
Strike, both on a local and national level. Some papers ran columns 
entitled “Novelties of the Strike,” which included such items as 
the fact that the strikers on the Vandalia line had told the manager 
that they would run passenger trains without pay, but had been 
refused; that in Newark, Ohio, the strikers and some businessmen 
had paid the Licking Valley Hotel bills of the soldiers who had left 
town out of sympathy with the strikers; that the railroad strikers in 
that same city, upon learning that eleven carloads of Shawnee and 
Straitsville miners were coming to do battle with four companies 
of militia brought in by Governor Thomas Young, had appointed a 
committee which intercepted the miners at Thornport (a New- 
ark suburb) and persuaded them to go home; that striking rail- 
roaders in Columbus, Ohio, had proposed that if the strikers suc- 
ceeded in winning their demands, they should contribute, on a 
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national scale, thirty-five to forty cents each per month to help 
pay for the millions of dollars worth of property destroyed dur- 
ing the upheaval; and that workingmen in various cities had 
posted notices outside the factories in which they worked, in- 
forming “tramps and dead beats” that they had volunteered to 
protect the property, and that the men warned should “keep clear 
of this place.”' One paper even published a column entitled “Hu- 
mors of the Strike.” An example was the letter sent by “Many 
Employes” of the Union Railway and Transit Company of St. Louis 
to their superintendent, who happened to be named R.H. Shoe- 
maker. It went: 


Dear Sir: “Awl” of the employes of this company do not wish to 
“strike,” but will keep “pegging” away, provided you restore the 
“cut.” Knowing you to be a whole “soled” fellow, we desire to 
“stick” to you to the “last.” We know you belong to the “upper 
ten” of society and are, therefore, well “heeled.” Now, in view of 
said facts, do not “tread” on our “toes.” If you do, you may find 
” “task,” for we shall “wax” wroth and the “end” is 
not yet. The boys East have “capped” the “business” and if they 
“tip” us the wink, we will “stretch” our “legs” and “foot” it across 
the “bridge,” and lend them a helping hand. “Shoe” us soon what 
you intend to do.’ 


it a “bootless 


There was no humor, however, when the country looked back at 
the trail of bloodshed. Baltimore buried eleven of its citizens; Pitts- 
burgh, forty-two; Reading, twelve; and in other cities and towns, 
funerals were held for citizens killed by police, militia, and federal 
troops. Over one hundred lives were lost, many of them innocent 
bystanders.’ 

For the living, too, there was little humor as the victors proceeded 
to punish the vanquished. During the first days of August, most 
workers returned to work. With few exceptions, they returned at 
the starvation wages that had triggered the Great Strike. Judged 
purely as a strike movement against wage cuts, the great upheaval 
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of 1877 had to be considered a dismal failure. In other respects, too, 
the labor rebellion seemed to have ended in what could only be 
called a defeat for the workers. On almost every railroad and in 
many shops and factories, strikers were fired and their leaders black- 
listed. The New York Central, the Chicago, Burlington & Quincy, 
the Baltimore & Ohio, and the Pennsylvania Railroad alone fired 
hundreds of workers specifically for being strikers." 

Nor were the strikers the only ones to feel this type of repression. 
After they had refused to shoot down strikers, members of the Read- 
ing militia were dismissed by Governor Hartranft for “insubordi- 
nation, cowardice and mutinous conduct,” and newspapers reported 
gleefully that “these cowards have been dismissed by their employ- 
ers.” The New York Evening Post called upon the federal govern- 
ment to mete out the same punishment to members of the Colum- 
bia Typographical Union, “composed almost exclusively of printers 
employed in the government printing office,” because the union 
had dared to denounce the railroad corporations for their attempt 
“to reduce to a system of starvation a worthy class of employes, by 
cutting down to a small figure their present salaries,” and had ex- 
tended 


...a message of sympathy to all workingmen affected by the 
strike, and that we will sustain them by all legitimate means in 
our power to the final end, and wish them success in their great 
efforts to break down the barrier now sought to be erected by 
capital in order that labor may be degraded and crushed. 


The Evening Post assured its readers: “The attention of President 
Hayes has been called to this, and to the fact that, while United 
States troops were trying to suppress rioting and anarchy, these 
printers in the employ of the government are encouraging the 
mob.”° 

Not content with dismissals and blacklists, however, the compa- 
nies set about punishing the strikers in the courts. The Pennsylva- 
nia Railroad had more than a hundred of them arrested and thrown 
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into jail. The Baltimore & Ohio prosecuted thirteen of its workers 
for “inciting to riot,” and the Philadelphia & Reading brought eight 
to trial. Railroads in receivership prosecuted several scores of strik- 
ers. The railroad companies, possessing as they did considerable 
influence over the appointment of judges, many of whom had been 
railroad lawyers, envisioned little difficulty in having these men put 
away for years. In this, they had the support of many of the nation’s 
newspapers and periodicals. The Independent, whose role as a lead- 
ing religious journal had not prevented it from calling for the whole- 
sale slaughter of strikers during the Great Strike, now demanded 
years of “hard labor in state prisons” for the arrested men, “to fur- 
nish an example of the punitive power of the law.” But the New 
York Sun, in an editorial (probably written by John Swinton), called 
for a different policy: 


There is a strong disposition in some quarters to pursue these 
working men through the courts, and to make examples of all 
who can be reached, as a means of inspiring terror hereafter. He 
greatly misjudges American character who urges this kind of 
policy as wise. It would be the very height of unwisdom. Charges 
of conspiracy are easy to make and hard to prove. If made by the 
corporations against the laborers, the laborers might retaliate 
against the corporations, and in nine cases out of ten, the sym- 
pathy of the juries would be with them. 

This is a time for forbearance and conciliation. Both sides 
must give up something for the general good and for the peace 
of the community at large. Any vindictive prosecution which may 
aim to inspire alarm, will not only fail of the mark, but will leave 
a dangerous remembrance. Generosity will win more friends and 
secure better results than a stern assertion of the letter of the law 
against men who honestly believed they were contending for the 
bread of their wives and children. 


Labor, a weekly journal published in Pittsburgh, was more to the 
point: 
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Pittsburgh has taught the monopolists a lesson they will never 
forget. And the more they arrest, punish, imprison and perse- 
cute the men engaged in the late strikes, the worse it will be for 
them in the end. Every man that is unjustly punished for these 
offenses, has a thousand outside of prison walls pledged to avenge 
the outrages. The railroad managers had better employ the men 
at an increase of wages, than to arrest and imprison them. They 
are ten times more dangerous in the prison walls than they are 
outside at work. If these monopolists think they can promote 
their prosperity, and secure support of the people by such means, 
let them go on, and they will have something to learn yet.’ 


It appears that the judges took such warnings seriously. The situ- 
ation was still too tense, and the sympathizers with the arrested 
men too numerous, to permit harsh punishments. While district 
attorneys charged that the defendants, exhibiting intelligence su- 
perior to that of the “lower class,” were responsible for the labor 
upheaval and should be severely punished, judges sought not to 
exacerbate tensions—especially once the legal precedents for fu- 
ture action in strikes had been set. Thus, strikers arrested in India- 
napolis and Chicago for halting freight traffic on railroads in re- 
ceivership were given lectures by Judge Drummond on the meaning 
of contempt of court and, much to the fury of the railroad manag- 
ers, were clapped into jail for only three months. Several strikers 
were charged by Drummond with the felony of interfering with the 
United States mails, but they got off lightly because he decided they 
had not done so with criminal intent. Strikers on the Indianapolis, 
Bloomington & Western Railway at Urbana, Illinois, were tried be- 
fore Judge Samuel Hubbel Treat in Springfield. He found them guilty 
of criminal contempt (although he considered them guilty of crimi- 
nal conspiracy, since they had by an “unlawful combination” stopped 
“the running of trains” in receivership) and sentenced them to 
ninety days in jail. The men arrested in East St. Louis were also 
tried before Judge Treat. Several of them had the charges against 
them nolle-prossed. Six others received ninety-day sentences. Barney 
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Donahue, the leader of the Erie strikers in Hornellsville, was con- 
victed by Judge Jennings in New York City, not of contempt (al- 
though the Erie was in receivership), but of conspiracy, and sen- 
tenced to three months’ imprisonment. 

But none of the men involved in the cases of railroads in receiv- 
ership remained in prison for long. On August 29 and 31, Drum- 
mond released the men convicted in Indianapolis and Chicago, and 
Treat and Jennings followed his example. All the convicted strikers 
were released on $500 recognizance each, with the requirement that 
they refrain for one year from interfering with property in control 
of the federal courts. 

Where juries were involved, the outcome was even more lenient. 
Of the hundreds arrested in Pittsburgh, most were discharged at 
preliminary hearings, and all but a few of the remainder were given 
short terms in the workhouse. Of sixty-three indicted in Reading, 
only three were convicted. Hiram Nachtrieb, a discharged engineer, 
was acquitted. Franklin B. Gowen, determined to put Nachtrieb 
behind bars, had alleged him to be a ringleader of the strike. A week 
later, thirteen of the fourteen men accused of inciting to riot were 
acquitted, while the convicted man received a light sentence. As Ron- 
ald L. Filippeli points out in explaining the outcome in Reading, 
“The people of Reading knew that the behavior of the workers was 
the anguished cry of ordinary men, their neighbors, asserting their 
rights as human beings and free American citizens in the face of a 
corporate monopoly which in 1877 still seemed alien to the Ameri- 
can spirit.” 

In Harrisburg, where over sixty strikers had been arrested, all 
were only fined. The arrested members of the Carondelet executive 
committee were fined $100 each on such charges as “disturbing the 
peace” and “resisting an officer.” Of the rank-and-file strikers ar- 
rested in St. Louis on riot charges, some were fined and, being un- 
able to pay, were sentenced to short terms in the workhouse. A num- 
ber of the cases were dismissed.!° 

On July 31, a warrant was sworn out charging Albert Currlin, 
Peter Lofgreen, and the other arrested leaders of the St. Louis strike 
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with the felony of riot “by forcibly compelling peaceful laboring 
men to quit their employment” on Tuesday, July 24, the day on 
which the executive committee of the Workingmen’s Party had in- 
troduced the resolution for a general strike. Bail was set at $3,000 
each, which their attorneys termed exorbitant. Currlin and Cope 
were released on bail, while the others remained in jail awaiting 
trial." 

After his release, Currlin was interviewed in his home by a re- 
porter for the St. Louis Times. The interview was headed “Albert the 
Agitator,” but it might more correctly have been labeled “Albert the 
Racist Condemns the Working Masses of St. Louis.” Currlin’s re- 
marks during this interview, which have been referred to earlier, 
were shot through with insulting attacks on “niggers” who, he 
charged, had pushed their way, uninvited, into the ranks of the strik- 
ers, had forgotten their “place” in St. Louis society, and had tried to 
play a leading role in the processions. As a result, the community 
had received the impression that the general strike, led by the Work- 
ingmen’s Party, was a plot to undermine white supremacy. As indi- 
cated above, Currlin proudly told the reporter that the party had 
worked hard to influence the white strikers to break off all connec- 
tions with them. 

Currlin defended the decision to call off all mass meetings with 
the claim that the executive committee had had no intention of 
allowing the general strike to turn into a violent uprising. When 
this tendency began to manifest itself, he and other members of the 
committee had gone to Mayor Overstolz and assured him that the 
party would not allow “the mob” to take over and push the strike 
in a violent direction—“that we, as a committee, and our party, as 
an organization, had nothing to do with them; that we were not 
responsible for such acts; and our principles opposed such. We told 
him that we were anxious, for the credit of ourselves and the party, 
to suppress such outrages.” This was the reason, Currlin said, that 
the committee had decided to put an end to all mass meetings. 

Finally, in keeping with this outlook, Currlin reported, the ex- 
ecutive committee had informed the mass of workers gathered at 
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the Friday, July 27, meeting at Schuler’s Hall that “we were not think- 
ing of fighting; that if the police came—and everybody was say- 
ing they were coming—we would give up right away. We didn’t 
mean to fight, and wouldn't fight, and that our principles taught us 
different.”"’ 

A somewhat different note was struck by Joseph N. Glenn, one 
of the executive committee members still in jail. In a letter to the 
National Labor Tribune headed “St Louis Jail, Aug. 8, 1877,” he 
began: 


I am incarcerated here for addressing workingmen in St. Louis 
on the importance of “Trade Unions,” and lecturing on the prin- 
ciples and platform of the W[orkingmen’s] P[arty]. I addressed 
sixteen different meetings during the strike and had detectives 
on my track all the time. The charges preferred against me are 
“inciting to riot,’ and I am held in $3,000 bond. I am to be tried 
Friday and expect to be acquitted. After our arrest the military 
fired a salute in honor of the victory of capital over labor.” 


In mid-August, the members of the executive committee were 
brought to trial. The court proceedings were brief. The prosecuting 
attorney asked for more time to round up witnesses, whereupon 
counsel for the defense objected that the ten days already elapsed 
since the warrants had been served were time enough. The court 
upheld this contention. Thereupon, the prosecuting attorney de- 
clared that he was obliged to enter a nolle prosequi in all the cases. 
This had the effect of freeing the defendants, but was not equivalent 
to acquittal, nor did it bar the possibility of future action against 
them. In October, the grand jury was instructed to look into the 
disturbances of the past summer to see if further legal action was 
warranted. That body reported that it was “compelled, although 
reluctantly, to see those who were most guilty, and who had been 
instrumental in bringing all this trouble upon the city, escape any 
punishment whatsoever.” The jury explained its inability to act on 
the ground that grave doubt existed as to the constitutionality of 
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the law that had been relied upon to punish the strike leaders." 

At President Hayes’s last important cabinet meeting during the 
Great Strike, on Tuesday, July 31, the discussion had turned to pos- 
sible remedies. That very morning, the Chicago Tribune, in an edi- 
toria! entitled “National Legislation for Railroads,” had broached 
the issue of a federal law to assist the railroads during strikes. In it, 
it emphasized how public the nation’s roads had become, and how 
great, therefore, was their need for such legislation. The cabinet 
decided to discuss the matter after Secretary of the Treasury John 
Sherman had brought it up. He explained the extent and importance 
of the country’s railroad network and said that both demonstrated 
“a need for national action.”'® Secretary of the Navy Richard W. 
Thompson suggested that contracts be entered into between the 
government and the railroad magnates, but Secretary of State Ev- 
arts quickly pointed out the social pitfalls involved in this sugges- 
tion, and the idea was shelved. Evarts did concede, however, that 
“the country is ready for an exertion of this power,” but no one 
seemed willing to say just what form the “exertion” should take. 

Hayes sat listening quietly. The meeting adjourned without reach- 
ing a decision, but later, on August 5, he wrote in his diary, after his 
previously cited observation that the strikers had been put down 
“by force”: 


... but now for the real remedy. Can’t something [be] done 
by education of the strikers, by judicious control of the capital- 
ists, by wise general policy to end or diminish the evil? The rail- 
road strikers as a rule are good men, sober, intelligent and in- 
dustrious."® 


This was the only conclusion drawn by the president of the United 
States after the greatest labor upheaval that had taken place up to 
that time in American history, and even then, he never elaborated 
on these ideas in public. 

But with the strike over, with the dead buried and the ashes swept 
away, with the stock market on the rise once again, and with “fi- 
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nancial people abroad” assured “that the U.S. Government . . . can 
and will maintain order,” the issues raised by the upheaval still kept 
making themselves felt. For several weeks, two questions ran like 
a refrain through the press: “What did it mean?” and “How can 
we prevent similar upheavals in the future?” Some saw the Great 
Strike only in terms of the loss of wages and the future taxes that 
the strikers and others would have to pay for the destruction they 
had wrought. The St. Louis Missouri Republican, for example, noted 
with considerable glee: “Society is but an endless circle, and the 
losses which the mob have inflicted upon the railroads . . . will but 
follow the circle around to return with force upon the originators.” 
Temperance organizations blamed the upheaval on “idle and vi- 
cious young men” who were alcohol corrupted.” But most of the 
nation’s press viewed the events of the latter part of July as reflect- 
ing the dangers of trade unionism and communism, which it linked 
together. “The formidable insurrection of different classes of labor- 
ers along the principal railroads in the Northern and Middle States,” 
the Galveston Daily News declared in an editorial entitled “Trade 
Union Fallacies,” “may be regarded as a logical outcome of ideas 
inculcated and habits acquired in the trade unions to which the 
insurgents belong.” The fact that most of the strikers did not be- 
long to any trade unions made no difference to the Texas paper, and 
it concluded that “the trade unions which spread the ideas that had 
given birth to the insurrection were themselves infiltrated by Com- 
munists.”” The Philadelphia Ledger congratulated its southern col- 
league on its astuteness, and pointed out that the police of the City 
of Brotherly Love had concrete evidence to prove the charge. It was 
clear, it went on, “that when the whole history of the uprising be- 
comes to be known, it will be found that the secret inspiration of it 
will be discovered in the famous International Society, which played 
such havoc in Paris when they had the upper hand there”?! If the 
Great Strike proved anything, declared the Washington National Re- 
publican, it was that “Communistic ideas are now widely entertained 
in America.”” 


But there were both groups and individuals who rejected such 
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simplistic interpretations. “The Commune Nonsense,’ insisted the 
Pittsburgh Post, was simply a way of “alarming timid people, by 
insinuating that the American working classes are influenced by 
the teachings of the Paris Commune.” The truth was that “the strike 
originated in well ascertained grievances,” and, as far as Pittsburgh 
was concerned, no evidence had ever been furnished to prove that 
a single communist had had anything to do with it.” A writer who 
had journeyed through the states in which the troubles had oc- 
curred made the same point in an article on “The Truth About the 
Strike” in the Galaxy. He was convinced that if “the readers of daily 
newspapers could only see the leaders of these movements [the lo- 
cal strikes] shorn of the coloring of special dispatches, the ‘terrible 
communist element in the United States’ would serve only to scare 
children and stir up alarm in the hearts of nervous old ladies.” And 
he concluded: “To construe the uprising as the result of the pres- 
ence of a communistic element... is something that the facts in 
the case do not warrant.” 

In answer to an article by W.W. Grosvenor entitled “The Com- 
munist and the Railway,’ in which the writer had attacked the strik- 
ing workingmen as being communists, a correspondent who de- 
scribed himself as “A Red-Hot Striker,” retorted graphically: 


You challenge me to compare “the Communist and the Rail- 
way. The way to do it is, first to see what is the idea of both, 
what each of them demands. Now, I say,—and I challenge you, 
or any other fellow like you, to show I’m not right,—I say the 
“Commune” represents the cause of the poor in this: that its object 
is to give every human born into this world a chance to live; live 
long, and die well. And I say of the “Railway,” it represents the few 
rich who don’t want everybody to have a chance for a decent living, 
but intend to grind out of the rest of the world all the wealth pos- 
sible for their own special benefit. I say this, and don't fear you can 
show the contrary. The difference is, the one is struggling to make 
it possible for all the world to get on; the other is doing its damned- 
est to make it impossible for anybody to get on, save the few rich 


252 THE GREAT LABOR UPRISING OF 1877 


it represents. Let the public judge which side is most worthy,— 
as it will judge in good time, and don’t you forget it.” 


Another colorful reply by a striker appeared in the “Working- 
men’s Ten Commandments,” “as written down in the statute book 
of railroad officials, idle monopolies and Jay Gould aristocrats.” 


The third commandment read: 


Thou shalt not serve any other master, neither work for any 
more pay than I give, for I am a jealous master; I will have you 
discharged on the least provocation, and half starve your wife 
and children, and have you punished as a communist, and not 
treat you as becomes an American citizen, but as a tramp anda 
vagabond.” 


While the debate over trade unionism and communism raged in 
the press, business leaders and chambers of commerce were busy 
drawing up proposals calling for more restrictive legislation against 
“tramps,” the poor, and strikers, and for greater limitations upon 
the suffrage. They also demanded a strengthening of the police, the 
state militia, and the United States Army in preparation for future 
conflicts. Within two weeks of the Great Strike, plans were under 
way to augment the Chicago police and the Illinois militia. Gover- 
nor Hartranft of Pennsylvania completely reorganized that state’s 
National Guard, discarding fancy uniforms and increasing the ex- 
penditures for Gatling guns. He also took the precaution of weed- 
ing out companies that might be sympathetic to strikers in the fu- 
ture, and mustered out a few major generals as well. Other states 
followed suit. In November, the War Department published a man- 
ual on “Riot Duty,” and one private citizen issued, at his own ex- 
pense, a pamphlet called Suggestions Upon the Strategy of Street Fight- 
ing.”’ 

One labor advocate wrote exultantly: “More sacred in history 
than Lexington or Yorktown will be the ground where militia men 
stacked their arms, refusing to fire on the insurgents.”’* Business 
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groups and their spokesmen did not share his enthusiasm. Of the 
45,000 militia in eleven states estimated to have been involved in 
suppressing the Great Strike they had praise for only a small frac- 
tion.” Such prominent Americans as Horace White, Carl Schurz, 
and Thomas A. Scott all united in emphasizing the inadequacy of 
the local militia and the need for a large standing army if the United 
States was to avoid the horrors of the Paris Commune. The Nation 
pointed out that the militia was no substitute for a well-trained 
army, for in many cases the local militia had sympathized with the 
strikers. This theme received sensational support in a small booklet 
published shortly after the strike entitled The Commune in 1880: 
Downfall of the Republic. Its author (“Spectator”) described in fic- 
tion to his father, who had left the country early in 1877, “the dread- 
ful story” of the Great Strike that had led to the establishment of a 
Commune in the United States. The fatal weakness of the forces 
fighting the communist strikers, according to “Spectator,” was that 
the militia was infiltrated with their agents and sympathizers: 


If we could only have had a free well-drilled anti-communist 
militia! Our greatest safety, however, would have been the regu- 
lars. With a regular army of one hundred thousand men that 
uprising would never have taken place. One thousand regular 
troops in the city of New York would have been a more efficient 
force than ten thousand militia. Militia are good, but the real 
safety of a country lies in her regular army.” 


But there was by no means unanimous support for the demand 
for a large standing army. The labor press bitterly opposed it. “La- 
bor refuses to be fettered with the shackles with which capital seeks 
to enthrall it,” cried the Locomotive Firemen’s Magazine, in explain- 
ing the move to strengthen the army. The National Labor Tribune 
added: 


What they demand is a well organized body of trained sol- 
diers, who know and care nothing about the grievances of the 
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people, and who stand ready to defend railroad and other cor- 
porations in their career of plunder and oppression. 


The Philadelphia Commonwealth dubbed the proposal by “Mr. 
Hayes and his railway managers” nothing but a means of getting 
ready to crush out all types of protest. The Pittsburgh Post called 
the “cry for a large army” a “superficial” way of solving deep-rooted 
social evils; the New York Sun characterized it as “nothing less than 
a radical revolution of our whole republican system of government”; 
and even the Commercial and Financial Chronicle came out against 
the whole idea, fearing that a large, permanent standing army could 
be used as a weapon “against business itself.” The sharpest criti- 
cism appears to have come from the Cincinnati Enquirer, which 
expressed its own shock at the fact that the idea of raising and equip- 
ping a standing army “for the sole purpose of suppressing strikes 
nowhere seems to create a shock”: 


The sad spectacle is presented in this broad, free land, long- 
ing for labor, of a government with one hand driving Jaboring 
men to desperation, with the other bayoneting back their acts of 
despair, of a Congress enacting laws, whose results it must raise a 
standing army to smother; of a great and peaceful republic whose 
legislation necessarily leads to insurrection and anarchy unless 
supported by arms! How long will our Congress continue to enact 
starvation and send it forth in statutes only to be compelled to 
raise an army to batter down the consequences of the hunger 
and want it has enacted? 


Mark Twain put it more tersely when he wrote to Mrs. Fairbanks 
on August 6, 1877: “Pittsburgh and the riots neither surprised nor 
disturbed me; for where the government is a sham, one must ex- 
pect such things.”?! 

But there were also other reactions to the events of the Great 
Strike. As early as 1875, a small group of German socialists in Chi- 
cago had formed an armed club, Lehr und Wehr Verein, to defend 
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workers from attacks by the police. Now, after the brutal attack on 
the cabinetmakers in Chicago’s Turner Hall and the proposals for 
the strengthening of the police and the militia, the armed club 
movement was expanded to meet the new threat. However, by an 
act of 1879, the state put an end to these activities by making it 
illegal for any “unofficial” body to form a military organization. 
The legislation did nothing to impede the right of “official” bodies, 
sponsored by the wealthy classes, to organize armed units. Thus, a 
“Military Committee” formed by Chicago’s businessmen raised 
$30,000 by 1880, built an armory, and levied taxes for its support. 
This was a reflection of a national trend. The move to strengthen 
the United States Army and to hasten the construction of numer- 
ous well-equipped armories in the large urban areas of the United 
States dates from 1877.” 

The advocates of a larger army and more effective militias were 
largely successful in their efforts, but some conservatives began to 
ask whether military preparations alone were enough to serve as a 
“preventive cure.” The Railroad Gazette advanced the idea that 
American businessmen were deluding themselves if they believed 
that repressive measures would guarantee them security from fu- 
ture labor struggles: 


There is a delusion prevalent among railroad officials and the 
community generally that a strike is an abnormal condition of 
things, somewhat like a pestilence or an invasion of potato bugs, 
and that if we could only employ sufficiently destructive means 
to kill the bugs . . . we would always be free from the evil. 


While the Gazette took the position that nothing really could 
prevent strikes in the future (“Strikes are inseparably associated with 
our present economy and must be regarded as the natural outgrowth 
of the existing relations between employers and employed”),”’ there 
were those who believed that armory building, strengthening the 
militias and the army for riot duty, and other repressive measures 
must be accompanied by a program to improve labor morale, both 
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spiritually and materially. A Chicago minister who served on a com- 
mittee to strengthen the militia sermonized: “These laboring men, 
so narrow and selfish in their views and so violent in their proceed- 
ings, these tramps and bummers and thieves, the very sight of whom 
are a disgust, are . . . members of the same communities with us. In 
some sense we are responsible for their souls; responsible, at least, 
to do all we can to raise them out of ignorance and woe.” Within a 
year after the Great Strike, the Chicago middle class had mobilized 
a broad reform movement involving the church, temperance orga- 
nizations, Christian missions, and educational reformers, as a “pre- 
ventive cure” to accompany their military preparations.” 

The railroads were quick to pick up the idea. Thomas Scott ac- 
knowledged that the Great Strike had brought new issues to the 
fore, and in a letter to the North American Review in August 1877 he 
pointed out: “Now, for the first time in American history, has an 
organized mob learned its power to terrorize the law-abiding citi- 
zens of great communities.” Even as he was pleading for greater 
federal assistance to railroads to meet this threat, Scott himself set 
aside $3,000 to distribute among those employees who had remained 
“loyal” during the strike.” To be sure, this was a paltry sum com- 
pared with Vanderbilt’s $100,000, but then, unlike Vanderbilt, Scott 
had deluded neither himself nor others concerning the number of 
his “loyal employees.” Vanderbilt, for his part, rescinded half of the 
10 percent wage cut in October. President Robert Harris, of the 
Chicago, Burlington & Quincy Railroad, over the protests of his 
subordinates, proposed a graduated wage scale for engineers ac- 
cording to length of service, as an incentive. He further suggested 
that the company should provide a ninety-day notice before dis- 
charging any worker, and then only for violations of a contract which 
the workers would sign upon being hired. Finally, Harris sought to 
abandon Sunday freight service in order to give his workers a day 
of rest.” Other companies made similar proposals. The Leigh Val- 
ley set up a workers’ relief fund and matched the employees’ con- 
tributions. The Central Pacific opened a hospital for sick or injured 
employees, and Charles Francis Adams argued for sickness and 
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accident insurance plans as a means of eliminating the need for 
unions.” Vice-President William Ackerman of the Illinois Central 
even began arguing for an eight-hour day for his men, and went so 
far as to propose both life tenure and compensation for accidents 
for all classes of employees.*° 

On the political front, too, both parties began proposing mea- 
sures aimed at ameliorating the conditions of the workingmen as a 
protection against future outbreaks. The Ohio Republican platform 
for the fall election of 1877 included a plank for the establishment 
of a national bureau of industry. The measure, proposed by Sena- 
tor Stanley Mathews, would enable workers to communicate their 
views to the government without fear of being regarded as outlaws 
Or outcasts, and Congress would enforce such reasonable regula- 
tions as would tend to secure a fair return for invested capital, while 
at the same time ensuring equitable wages for employees. Judge 
West, the Republican nominee for governor of Ohio, went even fur- 
ther and called for a minimum wage for labor, which would be 
supplemented at the end of each year by a dividend out of the profits 
of the business. The Democrats, for their part, put forth a sugges- 
tion the following spring for a law “for the ventilation of coal mines— 
one that would be just to the miner and to the owner.” 

These proposals were too much for a press that still believed that 
repression was the only valid way to prevent future upheavals. The 
Nation, a typical representative of this viewpoint, condemned equal- 
ly the Ohio Republican platform, Senator Mathews, and Judge West. 
The latter was portrayed as advocating measures that were “the es- 
sence of the doctrines proclaimed by the bedlamites of the several 
French Revolutions, and their last expression—the last before the 
regime of street barricades and petroleum.” Turning to Senator 
Mathews, the journal inquired sarcastically whether he also wished 
to support those who were doing nothing, in addition to helping 
those whose wages were low: 


Taxing all for the support of all is a principle in which any 
communard of the Old World can serve as preceptor to Senator 
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Mathews, and one which the people of Ohio should be warned 
not to import in any of the disguises which candidates for office 
may seek to array it. 


Harper’s Weekly also attacked the Ohio senator on the ground 
that his measures were “un-American,” because they involved “a 
total misconception of the function of government and of the con- 
ditions of a republic. They logically end in ‘national workshops and 
Communism. ”* 

Meanwhile, a number of midwest Republicans, including Riley 
McKeen, president of the Vandalia line, Secretary of the Navy Rich- 
ard W. Thompson, and Judge Walter Q. Gresham, were privately 
discussing the possibility of capturing the 1880 Republican presi- 
dential nomination for Ulysses S. Grant, since they felt they needed 
a strong military president to meet the problem of future labor 
unrest.’ 

As one student of the Great Strike has pointed out, the policies 
of the railroad companies and the legislative proposals following 
the upheaval are indicative of a dawning recognition of the need to 
move “in the direction of assisting the worker.”® Yet it is clear that 
there were still powerful forces that feared such concessions and 
that clung to the view that repression alone could prevent future 
outbreaks. What the railroad managers and politicians like Math- 
ews and West understood, and what the spokesmen for the “re- 
pression school” failed to grasp, was that even though the Great 
Strike had ended in what appeared to be total defeat for the work- 
ers, the uprising had actually strengthened the labor and socialist 
movements. Therefore, the interests of the capitalists would be bet- 
ter served by a policy of granting some concessions to the workers 
than by one that relied upon repression alone. 

In an editorial entitled “The Dangerous Classes,” published a 
few days after the strikes were crushed, the Chicago Tribune argued 
that the upheaval had revealed that the American social order 
was developing in a manner similar to those of European indus- 
trial societies: 
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We, too, have our crowded tenement houses, and our entire 
streets and neighborhoods occupied by paupers and thieves. . . . 
The extremes of wealth and poverty are now to be seen here as 
abroad: the rich growing richer and the poor poorer—a fact to 
tempt disorder. 


And—most important of all—“We now have the Communists on 
our soil.”“ 

Of course, they had been there long before, but they had been 
unable, to any great extent, to reach the American workers. Speak- 
ing of the situation in the Workingmen’s Party of the United States 
before the strikes of 1877, Robert Schilling wrote a decade later: 


We called public meetings in all parts of the country, but the 
masses were slow to move. Oft-times, after posting bills and pay- 
ing for advertising, we were also compelled to contribute our 
last nickel for hall rent and walk home instead of ride.“ 


To a marked degree, the Great Strike changed all this. “The indus- 
trial disturbances of 1877, the first great manifestation of industrial 
and social unrest in this country,’ wrote Thomas J. Morgan of the 
Chicago WPUS, “gave us the sympathetic ear of the discontented 
toiler.”*° 

In the course of the strikes, as we have seen, party leaders ad- 
dressed large audiences—sometimes as many as ten thousand— 
and were able to reach more American workers in two weeks than 
socialists in this country had in two-score years before. Moreover, 
the party speakers made it quite clear that they were speaking for a 
socialist movement. “I would have you understand that what I say 
tonight,” declared Albert R. Parsons to more than ten thousand 
workers at the Chicago meeting of July 24, “is not as an individual, 
but as a member of the Workingmen’s Party of the United States. 
(Loud applause.) What I say represents the principles, platform, and 
performances of the Workingmen’s Party of the United States.””” 
For the first time, many workers heard discussions about the nature 
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of the capitalist system and how socialism intended to solve many 
of these problems; how the government was controlled by the capi- 
talists; and how the press served the interests of the corporations. 
The workers’ own experiences during the Great Strike lent credence 
to the analysis provided by the WPUS spokesmen. Small wonder, 
then, that the party enjoyed both an increase in enrollment and a 
growth in its press circulation.** However, the ones who profited 
most from this development were the Lassalleans. 

During the strikes, the Marxists had presented resolutions at 
WPUS meetings which, after expressing sympathy for the strikers 
and opposition to the use of force against them, declared 


That it is the imperative duty of all workmen to organize in 
trade unions and to aid in establishing a National Federation of 
all trades so that combined capital can be successfully resisted 
and overcome.” 


Once the strikes were over, the Marxists insisted that the next 
immediate task was to create such a national federation of trade 
unions, with the eight-hour day as the unifying issue. Executive 
committees set up during the struggle, and scattered mass meet- 
ings were not enough, they argued. Strikers with hungry families to 
feed required swift relief payments, and hastily established com- 
mittees could not meet this need. The strikes had demonstrated the 
indispensability of trade unions capable of holding out against the 
combined employer-government offensive. 

The Marxists also maintained that the strikes had also proven 
that skilled and unskilled, employed and unemployed, Black and 
white, American- and foreign-born, men and women—all could 
join together in a common struggle against the common enemy. 
Thus, it was possible to build a labor movement that would unite 
these different sections of the working class for the first time in Amer- 
ican history.” 

But the Marxists were aware of the fact that the strike experience 
had also given impetus to the “political socialists,” to the advocates 
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of greenbacks, and to other reformers. J.P. McDonnell warned the 
workers not to lend an ear to 


... the men who, in this favored hour, take hurried steps to 
catch the rising tide, who talk politics, claptrap and labor bun- 
combe and refer to trade unions with faint praise, and who a few 
months ago held them up to public condemnation. Stand by the 
tried and true who never fail in darkness or in storm, stand by 
the Labor Press, and above all stand by your unions. There are 
no organizations so feared as the trades unions.” 


McDonnell, however, was whistling in the dark. The rush into 
politics was on, and nothing the Marxists said could halt it. Nor is 
this surprising. In the aftermath of the strikes, employers through- 
out the nation used the blacklist with great effect in weeding out 
strikers and union members from their labor force. The fledgling 
unions had no resources with which to fight organized capital, and 
many simply disintegrated before the employer onslaught. In late 
1877, the Labor Standard was able to list only nine national unions 
as still functioning, and most of them existed more in name than in 
fact. Yet the forces unleashed by the strike could not wait for a new 
resurgence of unions. What good would it do to build unions if the 
government remained under the complete control of the capital- 
ists? the Lassalleans asked. “The strikes have demonstrated more 
clearly than ever,” wrote one of their organs, “that the corporations 
have the law on their side; they own the legislatures, they control 
most of the newspapers, and manufacture public opinion.” Of what 
value would unions be if the corporations, by means of this con- 
trol, were able to bring in armed forces to crush labor’s struggles? 
The Lassalleans also argued that even without unions, the Great 
Strike could have been won if the workers had had political power: 
“Had the governors of the states kept their hands off for a few days, 
the strikers would have forced the railroads to pay them living 
wages.” But since the strikers had no effective political influence, these 
officials had felt free to rescue the railroads from certain defeat.°’ 
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But, the argument continued, greater danger lay ahead for the 
workers unless they gained political power. Already the capitalists 
were strengthening the police, the state militias, and the United States 
Army. Already there was increased talk of limiting the suffrage to 
the educated, and businessmen were applauding George Vest of Mis- 
souri for having said that “universal suffrage is a standing menace 
to all stable and good government. Its twin sister is the Commune 
with its labor unions, etc., etc.” If the workers waited for a new 
union resurgence, they would find themselves so limited in what 
they could do that the unions would prove to be useless. In short, 
working class control of government was a prelude to effective 
trade unionism, rather than the other way around, as the Marxists 
claimed.” 

It is not surprising, then, that in the context of the atmosphere 
existing in the period after the 1877 strike, the trend in the WPUS 
was toward political action. Within a few weeks after the Great Strike, 
sections of the party began preparing for the upcoming campaigns 
of the summer and fall of 1877. 

The Louisville sections were the first to act. On August 1, barely 
a week before the election for members of the state legislature, they 
held a mass meeting, drew up a platform, and nominated candi- 
dates. The platform began with the statement that since “the two 
political parties of the United States, within the past eight or ten 
years, have failed to legislate in behalf of the working class of people,” 
the working people of the city of Louisville have decided to “repu- 
diate the Democratic and Republican Parties, and recommended 
similar action by “the industrial classes of the Union.” Specifically, 
the platform called for an eight-hour day; the arbitration of dis- 
putes between capital and labor; prohibition of the use of prison 
labor by private employers; prohibition of labor by children under 
fourteen years of age; compulsory education with “the liberal ap- 
plication of funds for educational purposes”; reduction of taxation 
and economy in all governmental expenses— federal, state, or mu- 
nicipal; a tariff for revenue only, and “an absolute abolition of du- 
ties upon the necessities of life, the burden of which is borne by the 
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poorer classes”; opposition to class legislation; and a firm refusal to 
support professional politicians. But the first plank in the platform 
read: “A better financial policy than the one which has impover- 
ished the masses, brought utter stagnation upon commerce, and 
thrown out of employment millions of people.” The plank was in- 
serted at the insistence of the greenbackers, who had joined forces 
with the Workingmen’s Party, and was readily accepted by the Las- 
salleans who dominated the local WPUS. The Marxists were un- 
able to keep this plank out of the platform, but they did succeed in 
having a plank included that read: “No man shall be put in nomi- 
nation save he be a workingman.”™ Consequently, all of the candi- 
dates nominated for the state legislature were workers, and they 
ran on the Workingmen’s ticket. 

The immense mass meeting which adopted the platform and 
fielded the candidates of the Workingmen’s Party amazed the Lou- 
isville Courier-Journal, and it began to devote almost its entire edi- 
torial page until election day to appeals to the workingmen not to 
support the “New Political Party.” At first it relied on reason and 
logic. “The effort of workingmen to seek improvement of their 
condition by an appeal to the ballot rather than by appeal to vio- 
lence is certainly a manifestation of intelligence and right feeling,” 
it editorialized. It even conceded that “some grievous error lies at 
the bottom of the present condition of affairs in this country,” and 
acknowledged that some of the new party’s planks had something 
one could “commend,” insofar as they were directed toward cor- 
recting aspects of this “grievous error.” But it insisted that the best 
way to achieve reform was through the existing parties, which, after 
all, had the power to enact such legislation. For the workingman to 
place his reliance on an inexperienced political entity would be a 
“grave mistake” 

But as election day approached and the response to the Work- 
ingmen’s Party in Louisville’s working class districts appeared to 
be increasing, the Courier-Journal threw logic and reason to the 
winds and concentrated exclusively on the danger that a victory for 
the Workingmen’s ticket would be followed by a “Kentucky Com- 
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mune”: “Its success will be the signal for all the secret societies of 
Communists in this country and abroad to head for our fair state 
and begin their work of wreckage. The duty of the peace-promot- 
ing and order-loving citizens is plain. They must vote for men who 
are upholders of civilization.””° 

When the returns were in, it was clear that the workingmen of 
Louisville had not been intimidated. “The Workingmen Win,” read 
the horrified headline in the Courier-Journal, and its report contin- 
ued: “The returns show that the workingmen swept the city save in 
two wards.” A few days later, it reported the official vote: “The total 
vote cast in the city was 13,578, this being in the Legislative race, in 
which the Workingmen cast 8,850 votes to 4,728 by the opposition, 
leaving a total majority for the Workingmen of 4,132.” The Work- 
ingmen’s Party elected five out of seven candidates, and its vote 
placed it ahead of the Democrats.” 

The Courier-Journal blamed “the criminal apathy of conserva- 
tive men” for the victory “of what is essentially a mob movement.” 
In a calmer mood, it observed: 


Its victory followed on the heels of the late strike, of which it 
is the representative and is a reflection of the bitterness of the 
defeated strikers. It will surely, unfortunately, have a profound 
effect wherever the strike made itself felt.” 


It was an accurate prediction. Inspired by the news from Louis- 
ville, Workingmen’s Party tickets were nominated in city after city, 
especially where there were socialist sections. A somewhat astounded 
St. Louis Globe-Democrat reported on its front page: 


The Democrats were disastrously defeated in Louisville . . . , 
the Workingmen’s ticket carrying five out of seven districts in 
the race for the next Legislature. . . . Workingmen turned out 
en masse, and carried the day handsomely. They allowed no 
buying of votes, either bluffing off or arresting anyone so at- 
tempting. 
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The Globe-Democrat predicted that it would not be long before 
the shattered Workingmen’s Party would renew its activities in St. 
Louis.” 

Once again, the prediction proved accurate. On September 3, 
under the same leadership that had led the general strike, the party 
held a mass meeting at Lucas Market, which attracted a crowd of 
two or three thousand, and announced that it would place a ticket 
in the field during the October city election of school directors.” 

The headlines in the newspapers of cities that had been centers 
of the Great Strike read: “The political striker has taken the place of 
the railroad striker,’ and “Workingmen Earnestly Preparing and 
Organizing for Thorough Work at the Ballot Box.” One interesting 
headline read: “Hayes Denounced At Home.’ The dispatch was from 
Columbus, Ohio, Hayes’s home state, and reported: 


A mass meeting of workingmen adopted resolutions de- 
nouncing the Republican and Democratic parties and Hayes’ ad- 
ministration, and appointed an Executive Committee to take 
steps toward calling state and county conventions, to nominate 
a full Workingmen’s ticket.°! 


In several cities, socialists and other groups nominated joint tick- 
ets. Most often, the socialists and greenbackers joined forces, and 
the platform which resulted included a demand for greenbacks as 
well as planks calling for the eight-hour day, abolition of child 
labor, compulsory education, and several others patterned after 
the Louisville platform. In Chicago, the Workingmen’s Party 
united with reformers who advocated a change in taxation proce- 
dures of the city so that wealthy citizens would not escape their fair 
share.© 

An interesting feature of the WPUS electoral campaigns in 1877 
was the effort to establish Black-white unity. In Maryland, the Work- 
ingmen’s Party appealed to workers and all other citizens “without 
regard to race, nationality or political creed,” to support its candi- 
dates.“ In Cincinnati, the party nominated Peter H. Clark for state 
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superintendent of schools. The other candidates on the socialist 
ticket were an American-born white, a Bohemian, a German cigar- 
maker, and an Irish stonecutter. But the socialist Emancipator called 
for special efforts to pile up a big vote for the Black candidate: 


Peter H. Clark, of all the candidates on the ticket, most thor- 
oughly represents the contest between laborers and capitalists, 
of the proscribed race, whose sorrows made the name of the 
United States the synonym of robbery and murder throughout 
the world; his nomination is therefore above all the finest vindi- 
cation of the claim that the Workingmen’s Party is a purely cos- 
mopolitan organization. 

But a long time since this man of learning and culture, now 
the principal of our colored schools, was a youth, on the streets 
of Cincinnati battling for a living as a newspaper carrier, hated 
and proscribed because he belonged to a class whose labors had 
opened every field in the South, and whose woes and miseries 
had ladened every breeze with appeals to the hearts of the just 
for the wrong and injustice of slavery, to be lifted off of Africa’s 
outraged sons and daughters. . . .© 


Clark campaigned enthusiastically for the Workingmen’s Party. 
That summer and fall, he spoke for the socialists in Louisville and 
in Jeffersonville, Indiana. A Louisville socialist wrote: “Clark for rea- 
soning can’t be beat.” Clark’s “reasoning” consisted of pointing out 
to working class audiences that the Great Strike had proved the so- 
cialist contention that the local, state, and national governments of 
the United States were controlled by, of, and for the capitalists, and 
that, just as the capitalists were preparing for future labor conflicts 
by building up the armed forces, so the workers should prepare by 
electing socialists to office to guarantee that these forces would not 
be used to break strikes.© 

The candidates nominated for the autumn election by the WPUS 
local sections met with considerable success at the polls. The ap- 


proximate vote was: in Chicago, 7,000; Cincinnati (where Clark ran 
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ahead of the entire ticket), 9,000; Buffalo, 6,000; Milwaukee, 1,500; 
New York, 1,800; Brooklyn, 1,200; New Haven, 1,600; and Detroit, 
800.°’ In St. Louis, the Workingmen’s Party elected its candidates in 
five of the twenty-eight wards—“a surprising victory for a Party 
which only two months previously had been denounced as beyond 
the pale of civilized society!” 

However, it was the emerging Greenback-Labor Party, and not 
the WPUS, that reaped the greatest benefit from the working class’s 
turn to independent political action following the Great Strike. The 
workers’ parties which sprang up all over the country, in almost 
every industrial center between New York and San Francisco, were 
at first independent of the Greenback Party, founded in 1875. Soon, 
however, a great many of them merged with the greenbackers be- 
cause of the close relationships that had been built up during the 
strikes between the workers, farmers, and small businessmen. The 
farmers had demonstrated their solidarity with the strikers in their 
battle against the hated railroad corporations by supplying strik- 
ers’ relief stores with food in several communities.” 

The first Greenback-Labor fusion took place in Pennsylvania, in 
the very heart of the district where the strike had been most exten- 
sive and violent. On August 13, 1877, a meeting in Pittsburgh, spon- 
sored by trade unions, formed the United Labor Party. Its platform 
included the typical demand of the greenbackers—currency re- 
form—and called for protective tariff legislation, labor bureaus in 
the state and national governments, the abolition of contract con- 
vict labor, workmen’s compensation legislation, child labor laws, 
the abolition of conspiracy laws applying to labor organizations, 
the distribution of public lands to settlers only, and the establish- 
ment of courts of arbitration for the settlement of disputes between 
labor and capital.” 

Late in August, the Greenback Party of Pennsylvania and the 
United Labor Party appointed a joint committee to merge the two 
parties and write a common platform. The platform that emerged 
from this conference kept the original financial demands of the 
Greenback Party and added a number of the labor demands raised 
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by the United Labor Party. The two parties then fused. Most of the 
candidates nominated for office had been nominated a few weeks 
earlier by the Greenback Party, but a number of labor men were 
added to the ticket. Most of the labor candidates who ran for office 
under the Greenback-Labor emblem had been strike leaders.” 

A similar fusion movement was taking place in Ohio. On Septem- 
ber 13, a convention called by the executive committee of the Work- 
ingmen’s Party of Columbus, Ohio, met in that city. The conven- 
tion voted to merge with the Greenback Party and form a national 
party, provided that the greenbackers agreed to certain conditions: 
the Greenback candidates nominated the previous June were to be 
withdrawn, new candidates were to be selected by a joint conven- 
tion, and labor demands were to be added to the Greenback plat- 
form. The Greenback Party accepted these conditions, and a new 
convention was held. Stephen Johnson, whom the party had nomi- 
nated for governor, was renominated, but the other candidates were 
selected from the ranks of the workingmen. A new platform was 
drawn up advocating repeal of the Resumption Act and the Na- 
tional Banking Act, and restrictions on the issuance of money by 
the government, a graduated income tax, complete control by the 
government over all corporate bodies, and the abolition of wages 
paid in store scrip.” 

In New York, a Labor Reform Convention was held in Troy on 
October 9, which nominated an independent ticket for state offic- 
ers and drew up a platform of labor reforms. John J. Junio of Syra- 
cuse, a cigarmaker and trade union leader, was nominated for the 
office of secretary of state; George A. Blair of New York City, a leader 
of the Knights of Labor, for state controller; and Ralph Beaumont, 
a shoemaker, for state senator. The labor demands in the platform 
called for a reduction in the hours of labor, abolition of the con- 
tract system of prison labor, prohibition of tenement house manu- 
facturing, establishment of a bureau of labor statistics, and state 
ownership and management of railways. The financial plank fa- 
vored “a currency of gold, silver, and United States Treasury notes, 
which should be a full legal tender for all debts, public and private, 
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and the retirement of national-bank bills.”” Such a mild proposal 
for currency reform prevented the greenbackers from proposing 
merger, although at their state convention, they did place some of 
the Labor Reform candidates on their ticket. One of the questions 
asked of all candidates by both the Labor Reform and Greenback 
parties was the attitude they had taken during the railroad strikes.” 

An analysis of the election returns in 1877 reveals the impetus 
that the Great Strike had given to the movement for independent 
political action by labor. The vote polled by Stephen Johnson, the 
Greenback-Labor candidate for governor of Ohio, was almost 17,000, 
more than five times the Greenback vote of the preceding year. More 
than half of the votes were polled in those counties which covered 
the industrial cities of Toledo, Cleveland, Youngstown, Canton, and 
Columbus; another quarter of the vote came from railway towns 
and industrial counties in the northeastern area of the state. In To- 
ledo, scene of an abbreviated general strike during the July upheaval, 
the city ticket and some of the candidates on the county ticket were 
swept into office. Toledo also sent two Greenback-Labor men to 
the lower house of the legislature. 

In Pennsylvania, the Greenback-Labor Party polled 52,854 votes, 
seven times more than the Greenback vote of the preceding year and 
nearly 10 percent of the total vote cast. The vote came mainly from 
the anthracite and bituminous counties, from the counties through 
which the Pennsylvania Railroad ran, and from those adjacent to 
New York, the territory of the Erie Railroad. A young labor leader 
named Terence V. Powderly was elected mayor of Scranton on the 
Greenback-Labor ticket. In 1879, he would head the Knights of Labor. 

The Labor Reform Party of New York polled over 20,000 votes, 
ten times the vote of the Greenback Party in 1876. Steuben County, 
which contained the town of Hornellsville, center of the Erie strike, 
and Chemung County, which included nearby Elmira, gave the party 
4,666 votes, or a little less than one-quarter of the total vote. Roch- 
ester, another highly industrialized area, and one of the centers of 
the strike on the New York Central, contributed 23 percent of the 
total vote.” 
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Within a year, the independent political movement stimulated 
by the Great Strike was to lead to the formation of a Greenback- 
Labor (or National) Party on a nationwide basis. It also decided the 
outcome of the struggle between the Marxists and Lassalleans for 
control of the Workingmen’s Party of the United States. Dazzled by 
the election returns in the fall of 1877, the Lassalleans were deter- 
mined to rid the party of any limitations on political action. Even 
though a referendum on the need for a new convention to revise 
the party’s attitude toward political action had been rejected on 
October 14, 1877, the Lassallean-dominated executive committee 
and the Board of Control jointly issued a call for a convention to 
take place in Newark, New Jersey, on November 11. By the time the 
convention actually met, on December 26, the electoral results had 
strengthened the Lassalleans’ position in the various sections of the 
Party.”° 

The “political action” socialists had a free hand at the conven- 
tion, for the Marxists refused to attend. The Labor Standard and 
Vorbote were stricken from the list of party organs because of their 
pro-trade union position, and the Constitution and Declaration of 
Principles were completely revamped. All obstacles to immediate 
campaigning were removed, and the main purpose of the party, it 
was now asserted, was the mobilization of the working class for 
political action. In a subsidiary statement, it was affirmed that the 
party “should maintain friendly relations with the trade unions and 
should promote their formation upon socialistic principles.” But it 
was made quite clear that the chief function of the party was the 
organization of political campaigns. Its guiding principle would be: 
“Science the Arsenal, Reason the Weapon, the Ballot the Missile.” 

At the Newark convention, too, the name of the party was changed 
to the Socialist Labor Party, bringing to an end the career of the Work- 
ingmen’s Party of the United States.” 

At its convention in September 1877, the Brotherhood of Loco- 
motive Firemen denounced the attacks on the strikers as “banditti,” 
and assured the public that workingmen were not “deliberating 
about Springfield rifles and Gatling guns as a means of preserving 
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their rights: They have a more powerful and effective weapon—the 
ballot box.” At the same time, however, the Brotherhood stressed 
that it was necessary to strengthen labor’s other weapon—the trade 
union.”® 

The Brotherhood had good reason to raise this point. In the af- 
termath of the Great Strike, the railroad brotherhoods came close 
to disintegrating completely. Those members who had actively sup- 
ported the strike had been discharged and blacklisted, and most of 
the others were confused and disheartened.” But slowly, along with 
other labor organizations, the brotherhoods began to revive. In- 
deed, during the very same period in which workers were so busily 
engaged in independent political action, the trade unions, inspired 
by the stirring strikes, started to attract new members. The situa- 
tion described by the Cigar Makers’ Union of St. Louis was typical: 
“The recent troubles of the country have aroused the cigarmakers 
of this city from their lethargy, and quite a number have joined our 
Association.” Within a few weeks after the strike, the union was 
holding public meetings in St. Louis at which a campaign against 
tenement-house work was announced. At the same time, the trade 
unions of East St. Louis began to openly recruit new members at 
open-air meetings, to which some of the leaders of the railroad strike 
and the general strike in St. Louis were invited as speakers.*° 

In September 1877, the cigarmakers of New York City launched 
a bitter strike against the tenement-house system, for higher wages, 
and for recognition of the union. The police, applying the same 
tactics they had used in July, sided openly with the manufacturers, 
arresting strikers freely without placing charges against them, and 
beating them unmercifully on their way to jail. When the strike was 
broken, the Manufacturers Association publicly thanked the police 
commissioner. 

Although the strike did not achieve its objective, it did reduce 
the number of cigars manufactured in the tenements and brought 
the issue of tenement-house manufacture to the attention of the 
public, preparing the ground for the final struggle against the sys- 
tem. In addition, the “Great Uprising” of 1877, as it was called by 
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the union, gained wide support among cigarmakers throughout 
the country and checked the relentless wage-cutting policy that 
had been pursued for several years in every city. It was a tremendous 
stimulus to organization and marked the beginning of a rapid 
increase in the membership of the Cigar Makers’ International 
Union.” 

Despite the threat of swift retaliation in the form of dismissals 
and blacklisting in many industries, the months following the Great 
Strike witnessed meetings of workers where they laid plans to re- 
build their unions, shattered by four years of paralyzing depres- 
sion, and even to start new ones. Yet, because of the widespread 
reprisals, in many cases they had to meet and operate secretly. “The 
recent troubles,” a Pittsburgh paper reported in mid-August 1877, 
“have given a great impetus to the growth of secret labor organiza- 
tions and workingmen by the hundreds are paying their necessary 
dues and taking strange oaths—but all in secrecy.” Such organiza- 
tions, it noted, had names like Sovereigns of Industry, and Junior 
Sons of ’76, but the most prominent of them was called the Noble 
and Holy Order of the Knights of Labor.” 

Although it had played no role in the Great Strike, the Knights 
of Labor had benefited considerably in growth from the labor up- 
rising. At its General Assembly in January 1878, the order estab- 
lished its first permanent national organization and began the drive 
to organize workers regardless of skill, sex, race, color, or national- 
ity, which was to make it the dominant labor organization of the 
1880s.*° That same year, the Marxists, who had left the WPUS, es- 
tablished the International Labor Union, together with eight-hour 
advocates Ira Steward and George E. McNeill, to organize the un- 
skilled workers, especially those in the textile industry, unite them 
with the skilled workers, and together build a new American labor 
movement.“ At the same time, the Marxists played a significant 
role in the revival of the national trade unions, the organization of 
new national trade unions, and their federation for collective ac- 
tion. These efforts laid the foundation for the modern labor move- 
ment and produced, among other things, a federation of trade 


Epilogue 273 


unions that has continued, although in a different form, up to the 
present day—the American Federation of Labor." 

It is clear that although the strikers returned to work without 
wage increases, they did not return demoralized. At the end of the 
Great Strike, the British ambassador wrote to his government from 
Washington, D.C.: “The power wielded by the great corporations 
in this country is almost incredible and in their treatment of their 
subordinates they ignore entirely the principle that property has its 
duties as well as its privileges. Unless the lesson which they have 
now received should open the eyes of those corporations to the 
necessity of some radical improvement in the relations of capital to 
labour, I much fear that the only result of this strike will be to show 
the labouring classes their strength and to enable them still further 
to improve for future use the organization which it has now cost so 
much trouble and bloodshed to subdue.”*® As we have seen, this 
proved to be an accurate prediction. The Great Strike, which was 
described in the WPUS journal, Labor Standard, as “The Second 
American Revolution,’*’ became the springboard for political and 
trade union action by the American working class. It was able to 
assume this character because it was more than a strike movement 
against wage cuts. It was a social rebellion, the first assertion by a 
national working class of a common anger against a variety of griev- 
ances—years of brutal exploitation, and a system of industrializa- 
tion which viewed the worker as little more than part of the ma- 
chine, who could be discarded the moment he was no longer needed, 
and which required him to adjust to a deadening routine of work 
that made him practically part of the machine. It was the first real 
evidence of working class collective power capable of imposing its 
own will upon future social developments. Workers from New York 
to San Francisco understood, for the first time, their potential power. 

“Pittsburgh,” George Schilling wrote, “. . . was the calcium light 
which illumined the skies of our social and industrial life.”** Writ- 
ing to Friedrich Engels, Karl Marx called the Great Strike “the first 
uprising against the oligarchy of capital which had developed since 
the Civil War,” and predicted that while it would be suppressed, it 
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“could very well be the point of origin for the creation of a serious 
workers’ party in the United States.” Other contemporaries also 
understood the broader implications of the vast labor upheaval, 
but the Washington Capital probably put it best just a month after 
it ended: 


The late strike was not the work of a mob nor the working of 
a riot, but a revolution that is making itself felt throughout the 
land. The afterbirth indicates the serious nature of a nativity. 
Capitalists may stuff cotton in their ears, the subsidized press 
may write with apparent indifference, as boys whistle when pass- 
ing a graveyard, but those who understand the forces at work in 
society know already that America will never be the same again. 
For decades, yes centuries to come, our nation will feel the effects 
of the tidal wave that swept over it for two weeks in July.” 


APPENDIX 


A chronology of the Great Strike 


May 15 — Representatives of the four great eastern trunk lines-—Penn- 
sylvania, New York Central & Hudson, Erie, and Baltimore 
& Ohio—meet in Chicago and conclude a pooling agree- 
ment, including an agreement to reduce wages of their em- 
ployees by another 10 percent. 

June 1 — Pennsylvania Railroad announces a 10 percent wage cut for 
its employees, and also that additional doubleheader freight 
trains will be introduced. 

June 2 — One hundred longshoremen employed by the Pennsylvania 

Railroad on New York docks walk out in protest against the 
June 1 wage cut. They return to work after three weeks, ac- 
cepting compromise offer from the company. 
— Grievance committee of between thirty and forty railroad 
workers on the Pennsylvania Railroad meets with President 
Thomas A. Scott in Philadelphia and pleads for rescinding of 
the wage cut, pointing out that it is reducing their wages to 
the starvation level. Scott rejects their plea, arguing that the 
railroad is being kept in operation to provide jobs for the 
men, even though it is not making any profit. 
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— Trainmen’s Union is organized in Allegheny City, Penn- 
sylvania, as a union of all railroad workers, with plans to 
strike on June 27 to force employers to rescind the 10 per- 
cent wage cut. Robert Ammon, freight brakeman on the 
Pittsburgh, Fort Wayne & Chicago Railroad, becomes the 
union’s head and chief organizer. In three weeks, it has 500 
members in its Pittsburgh-Allegheny City local and has lo- 
cals organized on the Baltimore & Ohio line from Pittsburgh 
to Baltimore; on the Fort Wayne line from Pittsburgh to 
Chicago; on the Northern Central, the Atlantic & Great 
Western, and the Erie lines, and on the entire Pennsylvania 
line, covering more than 2,000 miles. 

June 27 — General strike on railroads scheduled by the Trainmen’s 
Union to start at noon, but canceled when informers lead to 
the discharge of many members, and dissension breaks out 
in the union’s ranks. 

July 1 — All leading railroads in the country reduce wages of their 
employees by 10 percent, except the Baltimore & Ohio, which 
did not immediately join the wage-cutting drive. 

July 11 — President John W. Garrett of the Baltimore & Ohio Rail- 
road announces a 10 percent wage cut for all employees, to 
take effect on the following Monday, July 16. 

Monday, July 16 — Ten percent wage reduction for all employees goes 
into effect on the entire Baltimore & Ohio Line. 

— Strike begins on the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad, two 
miles out of Baltimore at Camden Junction, in opposition 
to the 10 percent wage reduction. Baltimore police arrest 
strikers. 

— Strike begins at Martinsburg, West Virginia, on Baltimore 
& Ohio Railroad, in opposition to the 10 percent wage re- 
duction. 

— Robert Pitcairn, general superintendent of the Pennsyl- 
vania Railroad’s western division, in Pittsburgh, posts no- 
tice that starting Thursday July 19, all eastbound trains go- 
ing as far as Altoona will be doubleheaders. 
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Tuesday, July 17 — Militia sent to Martinsburg, West Virginia, by Gov- 
ernor Henry M. Mathews to put down strike. 

— First striker wounded: William Vandergriff shot by mili- 
tia at Martinsburg and dies a few days later. 

— Strike breaks out in every city on the Baltimore & Ohio 
main line. 

Wednesday, July 18 — Governor Mathews and President Garrett of 
the Baltimore & Ohio ask President Rutherford B. Hayes to 
send federal troops to Martinsburg. President Hayes issues 
proclamation admonishing all in Martinsburg against aid- 
ing or taking part in “such unlawful proceedings,” and or- 
ders General William H. French to proceed to Martinsburg 
with the Second U.S. Artillery to enforce his proclamation. 
— Strike breaks out on the Baltimore & Ohio at Cumber- 
land, Maryland. 

— Strike breaks out on the Baltimore & Ohio at Newark, Ohio. 

Thursday, July 19 — Strike begins on the Pennsylvania Railroad at 
Pittsburgh in opposition to the doubleheader policy. Strik- 
ers stop freight trains attempting to move out. 

— John Scott, general solicitor for the Pennsylvania Rail- 
road, sends telegram in the name of Sheriff Fife to Adjutant 
General Latta, asking for militia. Governor John F. Hartranft, 
on vacation, has authorized Latta to act in his name, and the 
Adjutant General orders a regiment of the Sixth Division in 
Pittsburgh to the scene of the strike. 

— Strike on the Baltimore & Ohio becomes general, extend- 
ing all along the line from Martinsburg to Chicago. 

Friday, July 20 — Strike broken on the Baltimore & Ohio at Martins- 
burg by federal troops. Freight traffic resumes. 

— Strikers at Cumberland stop freight trains from going 
through and are aided by boatmen of the Chesapeake & Ohio 
Canal. 

— Governor John Lee Carroll of Maryland calls out the Bal- 
timore Fiftieth and Sixth Militia regiments to go to Cum- 
berland. 
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—En route to Camden Depot in Baltimore, militia is at- 
tacked by crowd and fires into it, killing eleven innocent 
people and wounding many others. Enraged crowds burn 
Baltimore & Ohio Railroad property at Camden Depot and 
prevent militia from going to Cumberland. Governor Car- 
roll calls on President Hayes to send federal troops to Balti- 
more, and at 11:30 p.m. Hayes orders three companies of 
regulars from New York Harbor, under command of Gener- 
al Winfield Hancock, to leave for Baltimore. 
— After Pittsburgh militia fraternizes with strikers, First Di- 
vision of National Guard in Philadelphia is ordered to Pitts- 
burgh. 
— Pittsburgh strikers present demands to officials of the 
Pennsylvania Railroad, asking for rescinding of 10 percent 
wage cut and doubleheader order. They are rejected. 
— Strike extends to the Erie, Union Pacific, and other lines. 
Erie workers at Hornellsville, New York, walk out. 

Saturday, July 21 — Philadelphia militia shoots into crowd in Pitts- 
burgh, killing ten and wounding eleven. Infuriated crowd 
drives militia into roundhouse in Pennsylvania Railroad 
Company freight yard and sets fire to railroad’s property. 
Fire extends for three miles to city limits and burns through 
Saturday night and Sunday, destroying 39 buildings of the 
Pennsylvania Railroad, 104 engines, 45 passenger cars, and 
over 1,200 freight cars. 
— Marines from Washington Naval Yard are stationed in 
Baltimore with three pieces of artillery from Fort McHenry, 
as well as soldiers from New York Harbor and a regiment 
from Fortress Monroe, Virginia. 
— Strike spreads almost from the Atlantic to the Pacific. 
— Workers on the Pittsburgh, Fort Wayne & Chicago line 
in Allegheny City walk out. 

Sunday, July 22 — Committee of Safety formed in Pittsburgh. 
— Philadelphia militia escapes from roundhouse and shoots 
way out of Pittsburgh, killing twenty more people on the 
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way. Several militiamen are killed and more are wounded. 
— Pennsylvania Railroad employees in Philadelphia join the 
strike, as do workmen on the Delaware Railroad and New 
Jersey Central. 

— At Hornellsville, on the Erie Railroad, men prevent trains 
from going out, despite military. 

— Strike begins at Columbus, Ohio, on the Pittsburgh, Cin- 
cinnati, St. Louis & Chicago line. 

— Strike in Buffalo on Lake Shore Road, Erie, and New York 
Central. 

— Strike begins at Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, on Pennsylva- 
nia Railroad. 

— Main line of Pennsylvania Railroad from Philadelphia to 
Pittsburgh is virtually paralyzed. 

— Strike begins in Reading, Pennsylvania, on Philadelphia 
& Reading Railroad. 

— Robert Ammon takes control of Pittsburgh, Fort Wayne 
& Chicago Railroad’s dispatcher’s office and conducts its 
passenger traffic until Tuesday, July 24. 

— Workers in East St. Louis, Illinois, go out on strike on all 
railroads leading into the city. 

— President Hayes holds first special cabinet meeting on the 
strike. 

— Philip Van Patten, national secretary of the Workingmen’s 
Party of the United States, sends letters from Chicago to all 
sections of the party, urging aid for the railroad strikers, and 
emphasizing the party’s chief demands: government own- 
ership of the railroads and telegraph lines, and an eight-hour 
day in all industry. 

Monday, July 23 — Strikers in East St. Louis take possession of the 
Relay Depot and strikers’ executive committee issues “Gen- 
eral Order No. 1,” forbidding freight trains to leave any yard. 
— Mass meeting held in the heart of St. Louis, at Lucas 
Market, called by the Workingmen’s Party of St. Louis, to 
voice sympathy with railroad strikers. 
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— Six companies of Fourth National Guard arrive in Read- 
ing, Pennsylvania, and militiamen shoot into crowd, killing 
eleven innocent people. 

— Strike begins in Rochester, New York, on New York Cen- 
tral. 

— Strike begins on Vandalia line in Terre Haute, Indiana, 
and on Pittsburgh, Cincinnati & St. Louis and Cleveland, 
Columbus, Cincinnati & Indianapolis lines in Indianapolis. 
— Strike begins in Toledo, Ohio, on Cincinnati, Ohio & Mis- 
sissippi line. 

— Mass meeting held in Chicago at Market Square, called 
by the Workingmen’s Party of Chicago in support of rail- 
road strikers. 

— Strike begins in Chicago when switchmen of Michigan 
Central line strike for more pay. 

— One hundred twenty-five marines from Baltimore arrive 
in Philadelphia under General Winfield Hancock. 

— General John Pope leaves Leavenworth, Kansas, for St. 
Louis, with six companies of regulars of the U.S. Twenty- 
third Infantry. 

— Sixty-fifth Regiment called to Buffalo, New York, by Gov- 
ernor Robinson. 

— General William Getty, with federal troops, starts to break 
the strike on the Baltimore & Ohio at Cumberland, Mary- 
land, by opening the freight blockade at every point. 

— Four pieces of cannon are brought to the New York City 
Post Office. 

— Mass meeting held in San Francisco, called by the Work- 
ingmen’s Party of San Francisco in support of eastern strik- 
ers, but it is taken over by anti-Chinese rioters, leading to 
prolonged rioting against dwellings of Chinese. 

— “Monster meeting” of railroad workers in Kansas City 
declares a general strike, to begin at noon, Tuesday, July 
24, demanding restoration of wages to January 1, 1874, 
level. 
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Tuesday, July 24 — Resolution passed at mass meeting in St. Louis, 
called by the Workingmen’s Party of St. Louis, for a general 
strike with two principal objectives: an eight-hour day, and 
the prohibition of child labor. 

— Committee of Public Safety formed in St. Louis by con- 
servative forces after meeting of businessmen in mayor’s 
office. 

— Chicago strike spreads to all railroads, and strikers are 
joined by workers in other industries. 

— Mayor Becker of Buffalo, New York, issues proclamation 
that anyone found on streets after ten o'clock will be arrested. 
— General strike fails to develop in Kansas City. 

— Up to this date, strikes have occurred on the following 
lines: Baltimore & Ohio; Pennsylvania; New York Central; 
Erie; Lake Shore; Michigan Southern; Pittsburgh, Fort Wayne 
& Chicago; Pittsburgh, St. Louis & Cincinnati; Vandalia; Ohio 
& Mississippi; Cleveland, Columbus, Cincinnati & Indianap- 
olis; Philadelphia & Reading; Philadelphia & Erie; Erie & 
Pittsburgh; Chicago, Alton & St. Louis; Canadian Southern; 
and some minor roads. 

Wednesday, July 25 — Great parade of strikers in St. Louis, including 
many Blacks, closes down business establishments and prac- 
tically achieves a general strike. 

— Strike spreads all over Chicago. Many clashes between 
police and crowds. Police attack and fire into crowds, killing 
workers. Police attack peaceful meeting of the Workingmen’s 
Party and break it up. 

— President Hayes orders six companies of Ninth Division 
to go to Chicago, if needed. 

— Striking laborers, many of them Blacks, march through 
Louisville, and business is completely suspended. Mayor, with 
over a thousand men enrolled in the militia, anxiously awaits 
arrival of U.S. troops. 

— Governor Hartranft of Pennsylvania wires President Hayes 
that in his opinion the disturbances have “assumed the char- 
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acter of a general insurrection,” which cannot be suppressed 
by the “organized forces” of either state or federal govern- 
ment. He urges the president to consider calling in volun- 
teers. It is decided late that day that state and federal troops 
in Pennsylvania will begin on Thursday to “open the road” 
to Pittsburgh. 
— Traffic is blocked on all lines in Indianapolis. Citizens’ 
militia is enrolled by United States District Judge Walter Q. 
Gresham, who wires President Hayes urging that federal 
troops be sent in. Although U.S. Signal Service in Indianap- 
olis reports no violence, Hayes sends in troops. 
— Committee of Safety is formed by businessmen in San 
Francisco to battle anti-Chinese rioters. Governor of Cali- 
fornia urges president to order U.S. naval vessels to take po- 
sitions in the harbor in front of the city and hold their forces 
in readiness, subject to governor’s call. 
— Night meeting of 20,000 people in Tompkins Square, New 
York City, called by the Workingmen’s Party of New York. 
Meeting is surrounded by 1,400 police and the Seventh Regi- 
ment of the National Guard, with loaded guns, ready to fire. 
Expected riot does not occur. 

Thursday, July 26 — General strike is complete in St. Louis, with busi- 
ness at a standstill. 
— Robert Ammon urges strikers in Allegheny City to give 
up strike and return to work. He is hissed and jeered, and 
resigns his leadership. 
— Strike ends in Hornellsville, New York, and is virtually 
over in Buffalo, Philadelphia, and Baltimore. 
— Militia and United States troops proceed to open the road 
to Pittsburgh, where rail traffic is still blocked. 
— Reading is occupied by United States troops. 
— Eight out of ten roads operating out of Indianapolis are 
running only one passenger and one mail train each way 
per day. 


— At Cincinnati, passenger and mail trains (but no freight 
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trains) are running regularly on all lines, except the Ohio & 
Mississippi, on which no trains of any kind are running. 
— Crowds of strikers and others surge through the streets 
of Chicago, and a great battle takes place between police and 
workers (including many women), in which a number of 
workers are killed and wounded. Peaceful meeting of cabi- 
netmakers is broken into by police, with one worker killed 
and others brutally beaten. 
— Police and militia, with the backing of U.S. troops, are 
gaining control in some cities, but strike movement is still 
spreading through the middle west. 
— Supplies of food and fuel are running short in a number 
of cities. 

Friday, July 27 — General strike in St. Louis is crushed by police and 
citizens’ militia, and many strikers are arrested. 
— Strike in Toledo, which also took on the aspect of a gen- 
eral strike, ends. 
— Governor Hartranft breaks strikes in Harrisburg and Al- 
toona, Pennsylvania, with federal and state troops. Railroad 
blockade is wholly or partially raised at several of the major 
transportation centers in the East. 
—- Strike ends in Chicago. 
— At Indianapolis, the secretary of the Brotherhood of Lo- 
comotive Firemen and others are arrested on charge of in- 
terfering with operation of railroads in federal receivership. 
However, strikers continue their stand at Terre Haute and 
Vincennes, Indiana. 
— Strike of Black and some Irish laborers begins in Galves- 
ton, Texas. 
— Strike is complete in Scranton, Pennsylvania, with min- 
ers and railroad workers out. 

Saturday, July 28 — Strike in East St. Louis is broken by United States 
troops. 
— Governor Hartranft refuses to meet with strikers in Pitts- 
burgh and breaks blockade in that area. 
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— Call of strikers in Baltimore for ending of strike by ac- 
cepting their demand for ending wage reduction, etc., is re- 
jected. 

Sunday, July 29 — Last flare-up of strike in East St. Louis is ended 
when many strikers are arrested. 

— Pennsylvania Railroad sends trains on to Altoona. 

— Great Strike is practically over, although railroad strikers 
still hold out at a few points in Indiana, Ohio, Pennsylvania, 
and West Virginia, and miners in northern coal fields of 
Pennsylvania still continue their strike. 

Monday, July 30 — Pennsylvania and Philadelphia & Reading Railroads 
announce they will resume normal operations on July 31. 

Tuesday, July 31 — Vice-president King announces that main line of 
Baltimore & Ohio is open for traffic. 

— President Hayes holds last cabinet meeting during the 
strike. 

— Strikers returning everywhere on lines all over the coun- 
try, seeking to regain their jobs. 

— Laborers in Galveston (mainly Black) win agreements 
giving them $2.00 a day in place of $1.50. Black washerwom- 
en in Galveston win agreements in strike against laundries 
for $1.50 per day, or $9.00 per week. 

Wednesday, August 1 — William H. Vanderbilt announces that New 
York Central has resumed normal operations, and distrib- 
utes $100,000 among workers of the railroad as a reward for 
their “loyalty.” 

— Strike broken at Scranton, Pennsylvania, by federal and 
state troops. 

Sunday, August 5 — General Meyer, Chief Signal Officer, reports to 
President Hayes: “Pax semper ubique.” 
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society; $30 anv nents 


Selected Articles on the Labor Movement 


FARRELL DOBBS 

Articles from the Militant, written in the mid-1960s. Includes, “Unions Lose Ground,” 
“Steel Union: Case History of Bureaucratism,” “The Case for an Independent Labor 
Party,” “Unions Need Class-Conscious Leaders,” and more. $5 
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FARRELL DOBBS, a young worker who became part of the 
class-struggle leadership of the Minneapolis Teamsters in the 1930s 
tells the story of how the strikes and organizing drives by men and 
women in the Twin Cities and throughout the Midwest paved the way 
for the rise of the industrial union movement. They showed in life 
what workers and their allied producers on the land can achieve when 
they have the leadership they deserve. 
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Teamster Rebellion 
How members of Teamsters Local 574 in Minnesota during two 1934 
strikes defeated not only the trucking bosses in Minneapolis but strike- 
breaking efforts of the big-business Citizens Alliance and city, state, and 
federal governments. $19. Also in Spanish. 


Teamster Power 
How the class-struggle Teamsters leadership used the power workers 
had won during the 1934 strikes to make Minneapolis a union town and 
launch an 11-state campaign that brought tens of thousands of over-the- 
road truckers into the union. $19 


Teamster Politics 
How the Minneapolis Teamsters combated FBI frame-ups, helped the jobless 
organize, deployed a Union Defense Guard to turn back fascist thugs, fought 
to advance independent labor political action, and mobilized opposition to 
U.S. imperialism’s entry into World War II. $19 


Teamster Bureaucracy 
How the employing class, backed by union bureaucrats, stepped up gov- 
ernment efforts to gag class-conscious militants; how workers mounted 
a world campaign to free eighteen union and socialist leaders framed up 
and imprisoned in the infamous 1941 federal sedition trial. $19 
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Malcolm X Speaks 


Speeches from the last year of Malcolm X’s life tracing the evolution of his 
views on racism, capitalism, socialism, political action, and more. $17.95. Also 
in Spanish. 


U.S. Hands Off the Mideast! 
Cuba Speaks Out at the United Nations 

FIDEL CASTRO, RICARDO ALARCON 

The case against Washington's 1990-91 embargo and war against Iraq, as pre- 
sented by the Cuban government at the United Nations. $15. Also in Spanish. 


Art and Revolution 
Writings on Literature, Politics, and Culture 

LEON TROTSKY 

One of the outstanding revolutionary leaders of the 20th century discusses 
questions of literature, art, and culture in a period of capitalist decline and 
working-class struggle. In these writings, Trotsky examines the place and aes- 
thetic autonomy of art and artistic expression in the struggle for a new, social- 
ist society. $21 


The Jewish Question 
A Marxist Interpretation 

ABRAM LEON 

Traces the historical rationalizations of anti-Semitism to the fact that Jews— 
in the centuries preceding the domination of industrial capitalism—were 
forced to become a “people-class” of merchants and moneylendeys. Leon ex- 
plains why the propertied rulers incite renewed Jew-hatred today. $20 


Dynamics of the Cuban Revolution 
A Marxist Appreciation 

JOSEPH HANSEN 

How did the Cuban revolution come about? Why does it represent, as Han- 
sen puts it, an “unbearable challenge” to U.S. imperialism? What political ob- 
stacles has it overcome? Written as the revolution advanced from its earliest 
days. $25 
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Fighting Racism in World War Il 

C.L.R. JAMES, GEORGE BREITMAN, EDGAR KEEMER, AND OTHERS 

A week-by-week account of the struggle against racism and racial discrimi- 
nation in the United States from 1939 to 1945, taken from the pages of the 
socialist newsweekly, the Militant. $21.95 


The Second Declaration of Havana 
With the First Declaration of Havana 

Two manifestos of the Cuban people to the oppressed and exploited 
throughout the Americas. The first declaration, proclaimed September 1960, 
calls for “the right of the peasants to the land; the right of the workers to the 
fruit of their labor; and the right of nations to nationalize the imperialist mo- 
nopolies.” The second declaration, February 1962, asks: “What does the Cuban 
revolution teach? That revolution is possible.” $5. Also in Spanish and French. 


Thomas Sankara Speaks 
The Burkina Faso Revolution, 1983-87 

Peasants and workers in the West African country of Burkina Faso established 
a popular revolutionary government and began to combat the hunger, illiter- 
acy, and economic backwardness imposed by imperialist domination. Thomas 
Sankara, who led that struggle, explains the example set for all of Africa. $23 


Feminism and the Marxist Movement 

MARY-ALICE WATERS 

Since the founding of the modern revolutionary workers movement nearly 
150 years ago, Marxists have championed the struggle for women’s rights and 
explained the economic roots in class society of women’s oppression, $3.50. 
Also in Spanish. 


How Far We Slaves Have Come! 
South Africa and Cuba in Today’s World 

NELSON MANDELA, FIDEL CASTRO 

Speaking together in Cuba in 1991, Mandela and Castro discuss the unique 
relationship and example of the struggles of the South African and Cuban 
peoples. $10. Also in Spanish. 
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Making History 
Interviews with Four Generals of 
Cuba’s Revolutionary Armed Forces 


RINO 
NÉSTOR LÓPEZ CUBA, 
ENRIQUE CARRERAS, 
w JOSÉ RAMÓN FERNÁNDEZ, 
Imervicws with four generals 
HARRY VILLEGAS 


Through the stories of four out- 
standing Cuban generals, each 
with close to half a century of rev- 
olutionary activity, we can see the 
class dynamics that have shaped 
our entire epoch. We can under- 
stand how the people of Cuba, as 
they struggle to build a new soci- 
ety, have for more than forty years 
held Washington at bay. $15.95. 
Also in Spanish. 


Episodes of the Cuban Revolutionary War, 


1956-58 

ERNESTO CHE GUEVARA 

A firsthand account of the military cam- 
paigns and political events that culminated 
in the January 1959 popular insurrection 
that overthrew the U.S.-backed dictatorship 
in Cuba. With clarity and humor, Guevara 
describes how the struggle transformed the 
men and women of the Rebel Army and July 
26 Movement led by Fidel Castro. And how 
these combatants forged a political leader- 
ship capable of guiding millions of workers 
and peasants to open the socialist revolution 
in the Americas. $23.95 


Playa Giron/Bay of Pigs 
Washington’s First Military Defeat 

in the Americas 

FIDEL CASTRO, JOSE RAMON FERNANDEZ 

In less than 72 hours of combat in April 1961, 
Cuba’s Revolutionary Armed Forces defeated 
an invasion by 1,500 mercenaries organized 
by Washington. In the process, the Cuban 
people set an example for workers, farmers, 
and youth throughout the world that with 
political consciousness, class solidarity, un- 
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flinching courage, and revolutionary leadership, it is possible to stand 
up to enormous might and seemingly insurmountable odds—and 


win. $20. Also in Spanish. 
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Mary-Allce Waters 


Cuba and the Coming 


American Revolution 

JACK BARNES 

“There will be a victorious revolution in the 
United States before there will be a victori- 
ous counterrevolution in Cuba.” That state- 
ment, made by Fidel Castro in 1961, remains 
as accurate today as when it was spoken. This 
book, which is about the class struggle in the 
imperialist heartland, explains why. $13. Also 
in Spanish and French. 


Our History 


Is Still Being Written 

The Story of Three Chinese-Cuban Generals 

in the Cuban Revolution 

Armando Choy, Gustavo Chui, and Moisés Sio 
Wong talk about the historic place of Chinese 
immigration to Cuba, as well as more than five 
decades of revolutionary action and interna- 
tionalism, from Cuba to Angola and Venezu- 
ela today. Through their stories we see the 
social and political forces that gave birth to 
the Cuban nation and opened the door to the 
socialist revolution in the Americas. We see 
how millions of ordinary men and women 
changed the course of history, becoming dif- 
ferent human beings in the process. $20. Also 
in Spanish. 


Fertile Ground 

Che Guevara and Bolivia 

A FIRSTHAND ACCOUNT BY RODOLFO SALDANA 
Told by one of the Bolivians who joined ranks 
with Guevara, Saldana talks about the unre- 
solved battles of the tin miners, peasants, and 
indigenous peoples of his country that creat- 
ed “fertile ground” for Guevara’s revolution- 
ary course and mark out the future of Bolivia 
and the Americas. $9.95 


Che Guevara 


and the Imperialist Reality 
MARY-ALICE WATERS 

“The world of capitalist disorder—the impe- 
rialist reality of the 21st century—would not 
be strange to Che,” Waters writes. “Far from 
being dismayed by the odds we face, he would 
have examined the world with scientific preci- 
sion and charted a course to win.” $3.50. 
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U.S. IMPERIALISM 


New International 


A MAGAZINE OF MARXIST POLITICS AND THEORY 


New International no. 11 

U.S. Imperialism Has Lost the Cold War 

by Jack Barnes @ Socialism: A Viable Option 
by José Ramón Balaguer Ħ Young Socialists 
Manifesto + The Communist Strategy of Party 
Building Today by Mary-Alice Waters ¢ Ours Is 
the Epoch of World Revolution by Jack Barnes 
and Mary-Alice Waters $15 


New International no. 10 

Imperialism’s March toward Fascism and War 
by Jack Barnes * What the 1987 Stock Market 
Crash Foretold * Defending Cuba, Defending 
Cuba's Socialist Revolution by Mary-Alice Waters 
$14 


New International no. 8 


The Politics of Economics: Che Guevara and 
Marxist Continuity by Steve Clark and Jack Barnes 
e Che’s Contribution to the Cuban Economy 

by Carlos Rafael Rodriguez e On the Concept of 
Value and The Meaning of Socialist Planning, 
two articles by Ernesto Che Guevara $10 


New International no. 7 


Opening Guns of World War Ill: Washington's 
Assault on Iraq by Jack Barnes ¢ 1945: When 

U.S. Troops Said “No!” by Mary-Alice Waters 

e Lessons from the Iran-Iraq War by Samad Sharif 
$12 


Order from www.pathfinderpress.com 

Most of these articles are also available in Spanish in Nueva Internacional, 
and in French in Nouvelle Internationale. 

Some are also available in Swedish in Ny International. 


CAPITALISM’S LONG 
HOT WINTER HAS BEGUN 


BY JACK BARNES 
New International 12 One of capitalism’s infrequent, long winters has 
Cpa ana RET = begun, explains Jack Barnes. We have entered 
CAPITALISM'S car 


the opening stages of what will be decades of 


LONG HOT WINTER economic and social crises and class battles. 

HAS BEGUN ; With the “acceleration of imperialism’s drive 
OA | toward war, it’s going to be a long, hot winter. 
Sota eS Even more important, slowly but surely and 
explosively, it will be one that breeds a scope 
and depth of resistance not previously seen by 
revolutionary-minded militants throughout 
today’s world.” 


New International no. 12 also includes: “Their 
Transformation and Ours,” Socialist Workers 
Party 2005 world political resolution, and 
“Crisis, Boom, and Revolution: 1921 Reports 
by V.I. Lenin and Leon Trotsky.” $16 


1921 REPORTS BY V. LENIN & LEON TROTSKY 


OUR POLITICS START WITH THE WORLD 
BY JACK BARNES 


The huge economic and cultural inequalities between imperialist and semicolonial 
countries, and among classes within almost every country, are produced, reproduced, 
and accentuated by the workings of capitalism. For vanguard workers to build parties 
able to lead a successful revolutionary struggle for power in our own countries, says Jack 
Barnes, our activity must be guided by a strategy to close this 
gap. “We are part of an international class that itself has no 
homeland. That’s not a slogan. That’s not a moral imperative. 
It is a recognition of the class reality of economic, social, and 
political life in the imperialist epoch.” 

New International no. 13 also includes: “Farming, Science, 
and the Working Classes” by Steve Clark and “Capitalism, 
Labor, and Nature,” an exchange between Richard Levins and 
Steve Clark. $14 
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US$23 /£16 


n July of 1877, one year after the celebration of the one 
| et birthday of the United States, the country was 
prostrate after five years of economic depression. Railroad workers 
at Martinsburg, West Virginia, went out on strike against still 
another wage cut. Despite the intervention of the state militia and 
the U.S. army, the strike extended up the Baltimore & Ohio line 
and spread rapidly to other lines. The railroad strikes carried the 
spark of rebellion to other workers in the great cities, including the 
unemployed. Within a few days, 100,000 workers were on strike in 
the first nationwide labor upheaval. In St. Louis, the Great Strike 
developed into a systematically organized and complete shutdown 


of all industry—the first truly general strike in history. 


Philip S. Foner, a noted labor historian, also wrote among other 
works History of the Labor Movement in the United States (nine 
volumes) and Life and Writings of Frederick Douglass (five volumes). 


ISBN 0-87348-828 
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